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Preface 
 

Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth 

in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful.  

 

But his delight is in the law of the LORD; and in his law doth he meditate day 

and night.
1
 





 

In the first verse of this passage, the Psalmist describes the righteous man’s behavior by 

means of negation. He tells us what the righteous man does not do: walk in the counsel of 

the ungodly, stand in the way of sinners, sit in the seat of the scornful. The progression of 

unrighteousness also is described by ever more static verbs (walk, stand, sit), as if to 

imply that the progress of unrighteousness is one in which the human heart is hardened 

by bad habits.  

 

As with any human decision, when we say “no” to doing something we simultaneously 

say “yes” to something else. If the righteous man is saying “no” to unrighteous practices, 

we might well ask what he is saying “yes” to. The Psalmist tells us in the second verse 

that he delights in the law of the LORD, and that the expression of that delight is to 

meditate upon that law continually (day and night). The contradistinction of saying “no” 

to unrighteous actions by saying “yes” to meditation on the law of the LORD is not 

immediately obvious, since meditation appears antithetical to any action, righteous or 

otherwise. Why this particular distinction?  

 

The answer lies in the way the Ten Commandments are articulated, which is not unlike 

the first verse of this psalm. For the most part, the Decalogue tells us what not to do; what 

we are to say “no” to. They are formulated as fairly specific negative commands: thou 

shalt not steal, thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not bear false witness, thou shalt not covet, 

etc. Only the fourth (remember the Sabbath…) and the fifth (honor thy mother and 

father…) are stated in positive terms. So, as we read them, we must ask ourselves “what 

are we to say ‘yes’ to?” How are we to keep these commandments? Here again, the 

answer is not immediately obvious, but the second verse of the Psalm answers both 

questions. The means by which we are to understand how to keep the law is exactly what 

the righteous man says “yes” to: meditation on the law. If the individual commandments 

are saying “no” to certain prohibited actions what are they saying “yes” to? What are they 

protecting? With a little thoughtful reflection, the answer becomes clear. If adultery is 

forbidden, the commandment in effect protects the sanctity of marriage. If false witness is 

forbidden, then the integrity of the legal jurisprudence and the rule of law are protected. 

If murder is forbidden, then the sanctity of human life is protected. If theft is forbidden, 

then private property (and in a wider sense human liberty) is protected. And so on. But 

what is protected is not immediately obvious at the first (superficial) reading of the Ten 

Commandments. So it comes about that to really understand what the Ten 

Commandments asking us to do in a positive sense requires thoughtful reflection or 

                                                 
1
 Psalm 1:1 - 2¶ 
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meditation on them. Hence the reason for the second verse and the necessity of 

meditation as an expression of personal delight in the law of the LORD. 

 

The following text is a lengthy meditation on these Ten Commandments. While scholars 

may focus on the specific meanings of the actual words used and what was historically in 

view in the commandment (which is certainly valid and important), we will take the more 

lowly path marked out for any person with a sincere desire to walk in a way pleasing to 

God and reflect upon what has been said and how that plays out in our lives today. So our 

emphasis in this paper is more on developing an understanding of what is being said 

leading to application, rather than a detailed linguistic, contextual, and cultural study that 

leads to an exhaustive exegesis. True, the former cannot really be done effectively 

without the later, but for the purposes of this work I commend the earnest reader to the 

excellent work that I have used in preparation: 

 

Interpretation: The Ten Commandments by Patrick D. Miller, published by Westminster 

John Knox Press 2009, ISBN – 13: 978-0-664-23055-5 
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Introduction 

 

Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, that ye should obey it in the lusts 

thereof. Neither yield ye your members as instruments of unrighteousness unto 

sin: but yield yourselves unto God, as those that are alive from the dead, and your 

members as instruments of righteousness unto God. For sin shall not have 

dominion over you: for ye are not under the law, but under grace. What then? 

shall we sin, because we are not under the law, but under grace? God forbid. 

Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye 

are to whom ye obey; whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto 

righteousness?
2
 





 

Law and Grace 
 

In this series we will consider the Ten Commandments as found in the Old Testament.
3
  

In the Old Testament, the saints esteemed the law quite highly. It was their delight
4
. They 

meditated in it day and night.
5
 It was a lamp unto their feet.

6
 It was the object of their 

love.
7
 It was venerated as truth.

8
 It was seen as a way to obtain great peace.

9
 It was a 

treasure to be esteemed more than gold or silver.
10

 

 

Today the words of Paul “ye are not under the law, but under grace” have become a kind 

of watch word for evangelical Christianity, so that any proposal for a serious study of the 

Ten Commandments is greeted with a kind of skepticism as if the person were trying to 

re-establish first century Jewish religious practice like that of the sect of the Pharisees, 

against which Paul spoke with such eloquence.
11

  

 

                                                 
2
 Romans 6:12 - 16 

3
 These commandments, though given by God, came to Israel by the hand of the great lawgiver – Moses. In 

the scripture the body of the law thus given is referred to collectively as the “Law of Moses” as in Joshua 

8:30 – 35, while in other places they are referred to as the “Law of God”.  While this reference addresses 

much more than just the Ten Commandments, it frequently has the connotation of referring primarily to the 

Ten Commandments. The way to avoid ambiguity of the reference is to pay attention to the context in 

which the term “Law of Moses”  or the “Law of God” is used.  
4
 Psalm 119:92 Unless thy law had been my delights, I should then have perished in mine affliction. 

5
 Psalm 1:2 but his delight is in the law of the LORD; and in his law doth he meditate day and night.  

6
 Psalm 119:105 Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path. 

7
 Psalm 119:97 O how love I thy law! It is my meditation all the day. 

8
 Psalm 119:142 Thy righteousness is an everlasting righteousness, and thy law is the truth. 

9
 Psalm 119:165 Great peace have they which love thy law: and nothing shall offend them. 

10
 Psalm 119:72 The law of thy mouth is better unto me than thousands of gold and silver. 

11
 Galatians 5:1-6 Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not 

entangled again with the yoke of bondage. Behold, I Paul say unto you, that if ye be circumcised, Christ 

shall profit you nothing. For I testify again to every man that is circumcised, that he is a debtor to do the 

whole law. Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law; ye are fallen 

from grace. For we through the Spirit wait for the hope of righteousness by faith. For in Jesus Christ neither 

circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision; but faith which worketh by love. 
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To proceed further, we must first come to grips with Paul’s meaning in the verse in hand. 

Paul, like David before him, could say: “For I delight in the law of God after the inward 

man;
12

 the law is holy, and the commandment holy, and just, and good;
13

 and the law is 

spiritual.”
14

 So Paul seems ambivalent about the law. If the Law of God is delightful and 

good and just and holy and spiritual why should we not become practitioners of it?  

 

The answer to this question lies not so much in what the law of God is, but in what the 

Law of God does and does not do for us.  The Law is a teacher. The term for Law in 

Hebrew also means Teaching.
15

 Thus the “Law of Moses” also means the “Teaching of 

Moses” or the Torah, referring to the first five books of Moses. 

 

1. Law teaches us something about ourselves, namely that we are sinners before 

God. “I had not known sin, but by the law: for I had not known lust, except the 

law had said, Thou shalt not covet.”
16

  

 

2. The law further teaches us that we are held in a very real bondage to an operative 

principle at work in us because of our first parents’ sin in Eden. That operative 

principle that causes us to sin regularly is called “sin”. 

 

For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for to 

will is present with me; but how to perform that which is good I find not. 

For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I 

do.  Now if I do that I would not, it is no more I that do it, but sin that 

dwelleth in me. I find then a law, that, when I would do good, evil is 

present with me. For I delight in the law of God after the inward man: But 

I see another law in my members, warring against the law of my mind, and 

bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members. O 

wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this 

death? 
17

 

 

3. In response to Paul’s impassioned cry “who shall deliver me from this body of 

death” the law points us toward Jesus Christ because we need a Deliverer, a 

Savior.  

 

Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we 

might be justified by faith.
18

 

 

                                                 
12

 Romans 7:22 
13

 Romans 7:12 
14

 Romans 7:14 
15

 hrwt  towrah,  (pronounced to-raw' )  a precept or statute, especially the Decalogue or Pentateuch:--law.  
16

 This is the tenth commandment quoted in Romans 7:7. 
17

 Romans 7:18-24 
18

 Galatians 3:24. The word for schoolmaster is paidagwgov {pronounced pahee-dag-o-gos’} literally a 

boy-leader or a servant whose office it was to take the children to school. From this we get the English 

word pedagogue or a teacher: one who (figuratively) guards the steps of the children on the pathway to 

knowledge. 
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The reason for this last office lies in what the Law of God by Moses cannot do for us. 

The law cannot deliver us from the bondage of the operating principle of Sin. Nor can the 

law justify the individual sinner to God.  

 

Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of 

Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by 

the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law 

shall no flesh be justified.
19

 

 

In short, the law can neither liberate nor justify. What we find in Jesus Christ, by faith, is 

not only Truth but Grace.
20

 And it is the Grace of God ministered through his only 

begotten Son Jesus Christ that delivers us from the bondage of Sin (i.e. sets us free to 

serve God) and justifies us with God. In short, we are saved by Grace through faith.
21

 

 

So then, after Grace has come in response to faith in Jesus Christ and His finished work 

for us, we have no further need of the “schoolmaster.” We are no longer “under a 

schoolmaster.”
22

  That is we are no longer “under the Law but under Grace.” 

 

Does all this mean that we are through with the law? Certainly not. Apart from what the 

law can or cannot do, it is something else besides a schoolteacher. If the law leads us to 

Jesus Christ, it stands to reason that it must have something to say about what Jesus is 

like and what He does. The law is an image of the Son of God. And on that basis we 

proceed in our study.  

 

Imagio Dei 
 

…Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion 

over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over 

all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. So God 

created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and 

female created he them. 
23

 




 

The term “image” doubtless refers to both the physical and spiritual nature of man. This 

does not mean that the physical nature of human kind is part of God’s essential nature, 

(for God is a spirit
24

) anymore than your photograph is part of your essential nature. But 

the term “image” connotes something that is uniquely compatible with and descriptive of 

God. Man was created as a rational, emotional, and volitional creature. On this basis, we 

are also moral creatures. Because of the universal attribute of finitude for all created 

                                                 
19

 Galatians 2:16 
20

 John 1:14 And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of 

the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth. 
21

 Ephesians 2:8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 
22

 Galatians 3:25 But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster. 
23

 Genesis 1:26-27 
24

 John 4:24 God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth. 
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things, we are also peccible creatures. That is we can sin. This last raises the necessity of 

the Law, as a guide to holy living for God is holy. So we may conclude that the law also 

constitutes the written and therefore perceptual image of God given to man. Simply put, 

the Law tells us what God is like, so that we can understand Him and choose to live like 

Him. In doing this, we live out our God-likeness. Obedience to the law which reveals the 

character of God then becomes the way of expressing our likeness to God (in holiness) 

and of having fellowship with God (which is to say we live with God).  

 

The act of creating man in the image of God lays the groundwork for the incarnation of 

the only begotten Son of God as one who is truly human without ceasing to be truly God. 

But the act of giving the law also lays the groundwork for the incarnation. Wherever we 

encounter law we encounter relationship, because law is needful to regulate relational 

interactions, so that individuals may live peaceably and securely with their fellow 

humans. The law sets forth both individual (and corporate) privileges and responsibilities 

to the larger body of people with whom there is a relationship. In that sense the law is 

covenantal, regulating relationships that we may enter into for whatever reason. So then, 

the law was given by God as an image of how God would interact with himself if He 

were human. In short the Law is the image of Jesus Christ. That is why it can lead us to 

Christ, because it describes His humanity perfectly. 

 

Another way to understand the concept of the law as an image of God lies in the basis of 

the law itself. Normally we think of the basis of the law as “do this because I told you 

so.” That is to say that the basis of the rule of law lies in authority. But God does not 

relate to Himself as an authoritarian. He relates to himself on the basis of who He is in 

Himself. The basis for His law then is not ‘do this because I told you to do this and I’m 

stronger than you are’ but do this because “I am the LORD your God.”
25

 The Law does 

not bring bondage but shows us the way to freedom in conformity to God’s original 

intent in creating us. It is in this sense that the Law is called “the law of liberty”.
26

 Over 

and over again, when promulgating law, God says you must do this or that because I am 

who I am.  

 

Ye shall be holy: for I the LORD your God am holy.
27

  

 

As obedient children, not fashioning yourselves according to the former lusts in 

your ignorance: but as he who hath called you is holy, so be ye holy in all 

manner of conversation; because it is written, Be ye holy; for I am holy.
28

 

 

So then, law is given to us as a behavioral model so that we will know how to live as God 

would live in the world and thus fulfill our status as an image of God. That is why our 

first parents, Adam and Eve when placed in the garden, were given a law:  

 

                                                 
25

 Leviticus 19: 3, 4, 10,14, 16, 18, 30, 36, 37 
26

 James 2:12 So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty. 
27

 Leviticus 19: 2 
28

 1Peter 1:14 -16, see also Leviticus 20:7 Sanctify yourselves therefore, and be ye holy: for I am the 

LORD your God. 
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And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden 

thou mayest freely eat: But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou 

shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die
29

 

 

This was given to regulate Adam’s behavior with his creator God, and enable him to 

fulfill his ‘image of God’ character, to be truly and authentically human.  

 

All this was before sin entered. The sad entrance of sin only multiplied the work of the 

law as a basis for penal judgment, but from the first it was not intended to be that. The 

entrance of sin that marred the image of God in man did not mar the image of God in the 

Law. The Law continued to be “holy, and just, and good.” It continued to be the 

description of how God would interact with Himself were He human.  It continued to 

describe Jesus Christ. 

 

Seeing Jesus 
 

And there were certain Greeks among them that came up to worship at the feast. 

The same came therefore to Philip, which was of Bethsaida of Galilee, and 

desired him, saying, Sir, we would see Jesus.
30

 




 

The simple request of these Greek proselytes to Judaism has echoed in the hearts of 

countless believers of all ages. It reflects a common desire of men everywhere to find and 

have fellowship with God.  Mankind was created with a hunger for fellowship with God 

and those who seem to be close to him (whether called a holy man, a ‘guru’, a ‘prophet’, 

a ‘staretz’, or a ‘geron’) will inevitably develop a following of sincere (and sometimes 

misled) individuals. That is how what is popularly known as cults develop.  

  

One of the tests that differentiate between a true man of God and a charlatan lies in their 

attitude toward Jesus Christ and their disciples’ welfare. It was the prophet John the 

Baptist who said: “He must increase, but I must decrease.”
31

 The consequence of this 

attitude of self abnegation was revealed in the disciples’ response. “And the two disciples 

heard him speak, and they followed Jesus.”
32

  We would do well to ask ourselves of any 

teacher, preacher, or purported ‘man of God’ what Jesus asked the Pharisees “What think 

ye of Christ?”
33

 Does this man’s ministry lift up Jesus before my eyes and encourage me 

to follow Jesus Christ alone? Does he grow less important as Jesus grows more important 

to me? Does he truly help me to “see” and “follow” Jesus?  

  

                                                 
29

 Genesis 2:16 - 17 
30

 John 12: 20 - 21 
31

 John 3:30 
32

 John 1:37  
33

 Matthew 22:42 
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Since God has created us with a hunger for Him and given us Jesus that we might know 

Him
34

, surely He has provided in the Old Testament pictures Jesus. Jesus himself 

encourages us.  

 

Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they 

which testify of me.
35

   

 

On the road to Emmaus, Jesus instructs the sorrowing disciples:  

 

O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken: ought not 

Christ to have suffered these things, and to enter into his glory? And beginning at 

Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the 

things concerning himself.
36

   

 

Somewhat later with the other disciples he explains the necessity of His death and 

resurrection as the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy: 

 

 These are the words which I spake unto you, while I was yet with you, that all 

things must be fulfilled, which were written in the law of Moses, and in the 

prophets, and in the psalms, concerning me. Then opened he their understanding, 

that they might understand the scriptures, And said unto them, Thus it is written, 

and thus it behooved Christ to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day: And 

that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in his name among all 

nations, beginning at Jerusalem. And ye are witnesses of these things.
37

 

 

 “Ye are witnesses.” We might say we are “eye-witnesses” if indeed we have seen 

Jesus as God has revealed him in the Bible.
38

  

 

The Hierarchy and the Structure of the Law 

  
For all the law is fulfilled in one word, even in this; Thou shalt love thy neighbor 

as thyself.
39

 


                                                 
34

 John 17:3 And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom 

thou hast sent. 
35

 John 5:39 
36

 Luke 24:25-27 
37

 Luke 24:44 - 48 
38

 We must not forget that our Lord addressed himself to, the prophets and the psalms as well as the Law of 

Moses. In the Prophets specific prophecies about Jesus are called “Messianic Prophecies”. In the Psalms, 

we find “Messianic Psalms”. And there are many individuals who by the nature of their experiences 

foreshadow Jesus. Job, Abraham, Melchisedec, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Boaz, David, and Solomon are 

some but not all. The subject cannot be exhausted. As John concluded in his gospel: “And there are also 

many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they should be written every one, I suppose that even the 

world itself could not contain the books that should be written.” What a joy to realize that we can never get 

to the end of what the Bible tells us about Jesus. There is always going to be some new and precious insight 

to thrill our souls, some new discovery that we can make!  
39

 Galatians 5:14 
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The law as we encounter it in the Old Testament has both hierarchy and structure. By 

hierarchy we mean that not all laws are of equal breadth or applicability. But the law as a 

system must be coherent because the God of whom it speaks is one.
40

 We may 

understand this in terms of the body of laws governing our own land. Every day the 

Congress passes and the President signs laws into effect. Yet many of those laws are 

evaluated for their coherence to the Constitution of the United States by the Supreme 

Court. Where individual laws are found to be incompatible with that constitution, they 

are held invalid and rejected. Thus the Constitution (and its associated Bill of Rights) 

may be said to have preeminence over all other laws of our land. Now the laws of Israel 

were in number far fewer than any modern state whose laws fill volumes, but they 

contain a set of laws that stands unequalled in human history and indeed are viewed as 

the moral basis of our own legal system. The Ten Commandments (also known as the 

Decalogue) were given to Moses on Mount Sinai and through him to Israel.
41

 They were 

the “Constitution” of ancient Israel. Resting upon the Ten Commandments were many 

other laws that may be classified as civil, moral and religious. The civil laws regulated 

the relations between the individual Israelite and his neighbors whether fellow Israelites 

or foreigners. They included laws relating to personal property, marriage, ownership etc.  

The moral laws regulated personal Israelite behavior in the sight of God. The religious 

laws regulated the relations of God’s covenant people with himself. They provided for 

the need to worship God via the priesthood, the Tabernacle (later the Temple) and above 

all the sacrifices which addressed problem of sin and satisfaction of the Holiness of God 

with a sinful people. 

 

 

                                                 
40

 Deuteronomy 6:4 Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD: 
41

 Exodus 31:18 

Love of God Love of Neighbor 

Commandments I - IV Commandments V - X 

Religious  

Law 

Moral  

Law 

Civil  

Law 
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Yet there is a more profound statement of the whole of the Old Testament Law. At the 

conclusion of a disputation with the Sadducees about the resurrection, a Pharisee who 

was a lawyer, 

 

… asked him a question, tempting him, and saying, Master, which is the great 

commandment in the law? 

 Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and 

with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great commandment. 

And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. On these 

two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.
42

 

 

When we look at the Decalogue we find the same duality with respect to God and our 

neighbor. The first four commands govern the nature of man’s relationship with God, 

while the remaining six govern the nature of man’s relationship with his neighbor. In the 

day they were given, the Ten Commandments are actually the constitution of ancient 

Israel. Since the government of Israel was to be a theocracy, their authority rested upon 

the person of God. It was He who not only freed them (“I am the LORD thy God, which 

have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”), but it was He 

who chose to form them into a nation. Sinai was not an accident. It was to Israel, what 

Philadelphia is to the United States of America.  

 

The relationship between the specific Ten Commandments and the underling “great 

commandment” may also be seen by comparing the two as shown below.   

 
 

 

 

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all 

thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all 

thy mind.  

 

 

 

 

 

___________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. 

 

 

    

I. I am the LORD thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 

Thou shalt have no other gods before me. 

 

II. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that 

is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor 

serve them: for I the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children 

unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; And showing mercy unto thousands of them that 

love me, and keep my commandments. 

 

III. Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain; for the LORD will not hold him guiltless that 

taketh his name in vain. 

 

IV. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labor, and do all thy work: But the seventh 

day is the Sabbath of the LORD thy God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy 

daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates: For in 

six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: 

wherefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day, and hallowed it. 

 

V. Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the LORD thy God gives 

thee. 

 

VI. Thou shalt not kill. 

 

VII. Thou shalt not commit adultery. 

 

VIII. Thou shalt not steal. 

 

IX. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor. 

 

X. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s house; thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, or his manservant, or his 

maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or any thing that is thy neighbor’s 

 

 

                                                 
42

 Matthew 22:35 - 40 
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The Ten Commandments (Two Versions) 
 

        Exodus 20:2 – 17 
 

I. I am the LORD thy God, which have brought thee 
out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

bondage. Thou shalt have no other gods before me. 
 

II. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or 
any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or 

that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 
under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to 

them, nor serve them: for I the LORD thy God am a 

jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon 
the children unto the third and fourth generation of 

them that hate me; And showing mercy unto 

thousands of them that love me, and keep my 

commandments. 

 

 

III. Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God 

in vain; for the LORD will not hold him guiltless 
that takes his name in vain. 

 

IV. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six 
days shalt thou labor, and do all thy work: But the 
seventh day is the Sabbath of the LORD thy God: in 

it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor 

thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, 
nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy 

gates: For in six days the LORD made heaven and 

earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the 
seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the 

Sabbath day, and hallowed it. 

 
 

 

 
 

 

V. Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may 
be long upon the land which the LORD thy God 

gives thee. 
 

 

VI. Thou shalt not kill. 
 

VII. Thou shalt not commit adultery. 

 

VIII. Thou shalt not steal. 
 

IX. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy 
neighbor. 

 

X. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s house, thou 
shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, nor his 

manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his 
ass, nor any thing that is thy neighbor’s. 

 

 
 

 

        Deuteronomy 5:6 - 21 
 

I. I am the LORD thy God, which brought thee out 
of the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage. 

Thou shalt have none other gods before me. 
 

II. Thou shalt not make thee any graven image, or 
any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, 

or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the 
waters beneath the earth: Thou shalt not bow 

down thyself unto them, nor serve them: for I the 

LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the 
iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the 

third and fourth generation of them that hate me, 

And showing mercy unto thousands of them that 

love me and keep my commandments. 

 

 

III. Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy 

God in vain: for the LORD will not hold him 
guiltless that takes his name in vain. 

 

IV. Keep the Sabbath day to sanctify it, as the LORD 
thy God hath commanded thee. Six days thou 

shalt labor, and do all thy work: But the seventh 
day is the Sabbath of the LORD thy God: in it 

thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor 
thy daughter, nor thy manservant, nor thy 

maidservant, nor thine ox, nor thine ass, nor any 

of thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy 
gates; that thy manservant and thy maidservant 

may rest as well as thou. And remember that thou 

wast a servant in the land of Egypt, and that the 
LORD thy God brought thee out thence through a 

mighty hand and by a stretched out arm: therefore 

the LORD thy God commanded thee to keep the 
Sabbath day. 

 

V. Honor thy father and thy mother, as the LORD 
thy God hath commanded thee; that thy days may 

be prolonged, and that it may go well with thee, in 
the land which the LORD thy God gives thee. 

 

VI.  Thou shalt not kill. 
 

VII. Neither shalt thou commit adultery. 
 

VIII. Neither shalt thou steal. 

 

IX. Neither shalt thou bear false witness against thy 
neighbor. 

 

X. Neither shalt thou desire thy neighbor’s wife, 
neither shalt thou covet thy neighbor’s house, his 

field, or his manservant, or his maidservant, his 
ox, or his ass, or any thing that is thy neighbor’s.  
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When we consider the Ten Commandments, we might well ask why there were two 

copies. While the commands are reasonably the same, a close examination reveals that 

the two are not worded identically. The basis of the fourth command to keep the 

Sabbath found in Deuteronomy 5: 6 – 21 is not the creation of the heavens and earth as 

in Exodus 20:2 - 17 but rather the creation of Israel as a nation.  A reference to Sinai is 

made in the fourth and fifth commands in Deuteronomy by the term: “as the LORD thy 

God hath commanded thee.” The fifth command in Deuteronomy to honor one’s 

parents has an additional reference “that it may go well with thee”. And the tenth 

commandment adds the term “his field”. These differences make sense when we realize 

that the version in Deuteronomy is a redaction addressed to a later generation of 

Israelites about to enter the land which God had promised to their fathers. The second 

version looks back to the first as “that which the LORD thy God hath commanded 

thee.” And takes account that they are not only to remember the creation of the world, 

but also God’s creation of Israel as a nation with laws and responsibility to those who 

would become their servants as they had once been the servants of the Egyptians. They 

would not only have wives and homes as in Egypt, but now they would have fields 

which they never had as slaves.  

 

The point to realize here is that the genius of these commandments does not lie in a 

specific set of words, but rather in the meaning that is deep under the surface, which 

requires some thought or meditation to grasp as noted above. This leads us to the next 

step; an individual examination of each commandment to determine as best we can 

what is really at issue. When we have grasped somewhat of this, then we may be able to 

better understand our Lord Jesus who was “made of a woman, made under the law, to 

redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons.”43 

                                                 
43

 Galatians 4:4-5 
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The First Commandment 

 

I am the LORD thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of 

the house of bondage. Thou shalt have no other gods before me. 




 

We now turn our attention to the first commandment of God and ponder what it is 

saying. 

 

LORD-ship 

 

The Decalogue begins with the revelation of God Himself uttering His Name hwhy, 

known as the unpronounceable tetragram, which we anglicize as Jehovah. The Name 

conveys the sense of God as the self-Existent or Eternal and became for Israel the Jewish 

national name of God. This surly must have resonated with Jacob’s children for when 

Jacob was left alone at the place that he afterward called Peniel, he wrestled with God.44 

Having been defeated, he yet clung to God and through his weakness and dependency 

discovered the great secret of how to prevail with God. There God changed his name to 

Israel, the name that would mark his entire progeny.  But after Jacob asked God His 

name as if to know Him on a first name basis and thus claim the promise “thou hast 

power with God”, for in the knowledge of God’s name lay the power to call on the One 

for favorable hearing. God did not give Jacob his request. He had to take on faith the 

promise “thou hast power with God”. But here by Mount Sinai, God tells His Name, 

conferring power unto salvation to all who will “call upon the name of the LORD.”45 

 

Relationship 

 

Immediately upon the revelation of His Name, God establishes and reaffirms His 

relationship with His covenant people. He does not say a God, but thy God. In so 

doing, He tells them that they have a personal relationship with him. This is exactly the 

power of the personal pronoun used by David when he said “The LORD is my 

shepherd.”46 Had he used any other pronoun (a, our, their, his) the whole force of the 

                                                 
44

 Genesis 32:24 - 29 And Jacob was left alone; and there wrestled a man with him until the breaking of the day. 

And when he saw that he prevailed not against him, he touched the hollow of his thigh; and the hollow of Jacob's 

thigh was out of joint, as he wrestled with him. And he said, Let me go, for the day breaketh. And he said, I will not 

let thee go, except thou bless me. And he said unto him, What is thy name? And he said, Jacob. And he said, Thy 

name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel: for as a prince hast thou power with God and with men, and hast 

prevailed. And Jacob asked him, and said, Tell me, I pray thee, thy name. And he said, Wherefore is it that thou dost 

ask after my name? And he blessed him there. 
45

  Romans 10:13 For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved. 
46

 Psalm 23:1 
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psalm would have been lost because it would have ceased to be a personal testimony. 

“Thy God” is intensely personal and profoundly reassuring as well as comforting, even 

frightening when we consider the inestimable greatness, majesty, and power of the One 

saying “thy God.” Israel should have trembled in awe at such an utterance, and so 

should we. 

 

God’s Claims 

 

In relationship we learn about the nature of the one with whom we relate by their 

actions. What people do reveals who they really are, especially in stressful times. That is 

why trials reveal character and can disabuse us of self aggrandizing fantasies.47 God 

reminds them that He has revealed Himself in His deliverance of Israel from Egypt. 

This is an effulgent testimony! He is reminding them the great lesson that we dealt with 

in Paul’s experience. In effect God is saying it wasn’t my Law or my servant Moses who 

delivered you but Me. And you were not delivered because you were so righteous and 

kept the law. You were delivered because I am gracious. You were “saved by grace”. 

There is a direct parallel here between ancient Israel and the Church. Note the two fold 

use of the word “out”. The church is referred to as the “called out” or ekklhsia 

(pronounced ek-klay-see'-ah). There is a direct parallel between experience of Israel and 

that of the church, the deliverance of each depending on the shed blood of the Pascal 

Lamb. For Israel it was a type. For us it was the Son of God doing for the people of His 

choosing what he alone could do, calling us out of the world (Egypt) and delivering 

from the bondage of sin and death (the house of bondage). There is also the 

foreshadowing of that great principle: “ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall 

make you free.”48 God who is Truth sets people free. 

So then we are freed, but to what end? 

 

No Others 

 

When Moses confronted Pharaoh with God’s demand, he said: “Let my people go, that 

they may serve me”49  Israel was saved from Pharaoh but they were saved for God. 

Thus the second aspect of God’s working is not just deliverance but also service, and if 

service then justification because unjust servants are never permitted to serve their 

masters.50 Thus God does what the Law that He is giving cannot do. We see again what 

                                                 
47

 Consider Peter’s experience in this Mt 26:75 And Peter remembered the word of Jesus, which said unto him, 

Before the cock crow, thou shalt deny me thrice. And he went out, and wept bitterly. 
48

 John 8:32 
49

 Exodus 7:16, 8:1, 8:20, 9:1, 9:13,10:3 
50

 See the parable of the unjust steward: Luke 16:1-8 … (Jesus) said also unto his disciples, There was a certain rich 

man, which had a steward; and the same was accused unto him that he had wasted his goods. And he called him, and 
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was mentioned above: the law can neither liberate nor justify. Israel is saved by grace 

alone. 

  

But this phrase implies much more. It initiates a unique relationship. One in which the 

parties must remain faithful to each other – exclusively! The fidelity here required 

results directly from the reality that God is unique, there are no other gods but God. It 

also is the result of the oneness of God.51 As God is one so relationships with him will 

unite both parties as one.52 All such profound relationships require absolute fidelity of 

both to the other or the union will fail. Being faithful to your partner is in these cases 

being faithful to yourself53. Such relationships are not unknown to us. The most 

common example is marriage. In marriage each partner agrees that “forsaking all others 

we will cleave to each other”. Each partner in marriage looks to the other one 

exclusively for that which they alone are able to supply, whether it be sexual 

intercourse, economic support, mutual obedience or upper most priority in life’s 

decisions. That such a relationship was in mind for both Israel54 and the Church55 other 

scriptures make abundantly clear. This first commandment has to do above all with 

fidelity. We are to place no other in that place which is reserved in our heart for God 

alone. Nor are we to seek for anything needful from others that should be provided by 

God alone as part of that relationship with Him. When we seek security or peace or 

direction or deliverance, or life itself in anything other than God, we have set another 

entity as god before God. And it is obvious that such things are not God!  

 

Another way that we may understand the fidelity required by this passage is in terms of 

the concept of “a means to an end.” We may say that all that is not God is merely a 

means to an end. But God is the end of all things.56 So Israel might have said: “Moses 

delivered us from Egypt.” And, in a sense, they would have been right. But where 

would Moses have been without God? On the backside of the desert herding sheep! 

Moses was as servant of God, beloved and faithful, but an instrument in God’s hands. 

He was a means to an end, not the end itself. It was God who delivered Israel through 

Moses. So too in our lives: wealth, security, peace, direction, deliverance and even life 

                                                                                                                                                             
said unto him, How is it that I hear this of thee? Give an account of thy stewardship; for thou mayest be no longer 

steward. 
51

 Deuteronomy 6:4  Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD: 
52

 Ephesians 2:15 Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law of commandments contained in ordinances; 

for to make in himself of twain one new man, so making peace; 
53

 Ephesians 5:28 So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth himself. 
54

 Isaiah 54:5 - 6 For thy Maker is thine husband; the LORD of hosts is his name; and thy Redeemer the Holy One 

of Israel; The God of the whole earth shall he be called. For the LORD hath called thee as a woman forsaken and 

grieved in spirit, and a wife of youth, when thou wast refused, saith thy God. 
55

 Ephesians 5:25 Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; 
56

 “I am Alpha and Omega”  Revelation 1:8, 1:11, 21:6, 22:13 
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itself may come to us through human instrumentality, but it is God who is over all. And 

it is He to whom our fidelity must be exclusively directed. 

 

Jesus 

 

The first commandment introduces us to the concept of a flawless relationship with the 

LORD, something which Israel (or any of us for that matter) was never able to achieve. 

Only our Lord Jesus maintained such a relationship. So this commandment gives us a 

‘lens’ through which the entire Gospel narrative may be viewed to great profit. What 

was the nature of Jesus’ relationship with God the Father. While beyond the scope of 

the present study, some facets may be presented to give us an idea for our own further 

study.  

 

Pleasure 

 

 And Jesus, when he was baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, 

the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like 

a dove, and lighting upon him: And lo a voice from heaven, saying, This is my 

beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.57 




 

The over arching tone of the Father’s relation to His only begotten Son is that of 

pleasure. The little word “well” is one of those divine descriptors that are exceedingly 

deep. There is in the relationship of Father and Son that which transcends any human 

counterpart or comprehension.  The hymn writer reminds us “The Father only (glorious 

claim!) The Son can comprehend.” 58 Flawless pleasure, what a wonder!   

 

Obedience  

 

 Then said Jesus unto them, when ye have lifted up the Son of man, then shall ye 

know that I am he and that I do nothing of myself; but as my Father hath taught 

me, I speak these things. And he that sent me is with me: the Father hath not left 

me alone; for I do always those things that please him.59 




 

                                                 
57

 Matthew 3:16 - 17 
58

 Thou Art the Everlasting Word, Josiah Conder 1789 - 1855 
59

 John 8: 28 - 29 
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If we were to ask ourselves what it was that gave the Father such pleasure it would be 

Jesus’ obedience. This is not obedience for any end other than His Father’s good 

pleasure. It is an obedience that is born of the very character of Jesus.  

 

Fidelity 

 

 And Jesus being full of the Holy Ghost returned from Jordan, and was led by the 

Spirit into the wilderness, being forty days tempted of the devil. And in those 

days he did eat nothing: and when they were ended, he afterward hungered.  

 

And the devil said unto him, if thou be the Son of God, command this stone that 

it be made bread. And Jesus answered him, saying, it is written, that man shall 

not live by bread alone, but by every word of God.  

 

And the devil, taking him up into a high mountain, showed unto him all the 

kingdoms of the world in a moment of time. And the devil said unto him, all this 

power will I give thee, and the glory of them: for that is delivered unto me; and 

to whomsoever I will I give it. If thou therefore wilt worship me, all shall be 

thine. And Jesus answered and said unto him, Get thee behind me, Satan: for it is 

written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve.   

 

And he brought him to Jerusalem, and set him on a pinnacle of the temple, and 

said unto him, If thou be the Son of God, cast thyself down from hence: For it is 

written, He shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee: And in their 

hands they shall bear thee up, lest at any time thou dash thy foot against a stone. 

And Jesus answering said unto him, it is said, Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy 

God. And when the devil had ended all the temptation, he departed from him 

for a season.60 




 

Whether tempted by human necessity or power or glory, Jesus remains faithful to His 

Father amid the most severe of trials. How very different was the infidelity of our first 

parents in the garden. Notice the temptations open and close focusing on relationship: 

“if thou be the Son of God”. The answers that Jesus gives always center on the Father: 

“Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word of God”; “Thou shalt worship 

the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve”; “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy 

God”. Jesus will not seek elsewhere for that which His Father holds for Him (necessity 

and the kingdoms of this earth) and expects from Him (worship, service, trust).  
                                                 
60

 Luke 4 :1 - 13 
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Testimony 

 

And it came to pass about eight days after these sayings, he took Peter and John 

and James, and went up into a mountain to pray. And as he prayed, the fashion 

of his countenance was altered, and his raiment was white and glistering. And, 

behold, there talked with him two men, which were Moses and Elias: Who 

appeared in glory, and spake of his decease which he should accomplish at 

Jerusalem. But Peter and they that were with him were heavy with sleep: and 

when they were awake, they saw his glory, and the two men that stood with 

him. And it came to pass, as they departed from him, Peter said unto Jesus, 

Master, it is good for us to be here: and let us make three tabernacles; one for 

thee, and one for Moses, and one for Elias: not knowing what he said. While he 

thus spake, there came a cloud, and overshadowed them: and they feared as they 

entered into the cloud. And there came a voice out of the cloud, saying, This is 

my beloved Son: hear him.61 




 

Here Jesus selects three disciples to be with him to behold his majesty,62 “his glory, the 

glory as of the only begotten of the Father.”63 The whole event begins with Jesus in 

prayer, the sine qua non of His relationship with the Father. Jesus is not ‘showing off’ 

here but rather the Father is showing forth a vision of the person of His son and His 

relationship with the Father.  Not only was the Father well pleased with the Son but He 

tells the disciples so, especially when they needed to know with whom they were 

dealing and what was expected of them in their relationship with Jesus. But this 

passage also looks forward to another aspect of Jesus’ fulfillment of the Law, not just 

moral but penal. Moses and Elias: speak with Jesus “of his decease which he should 

accomplish at Jerusalem.”  Jesus has not only kept all the dictates of the law, but He will 

experience the full weight of the penalty of the law that is directed against law breakers. 

It is here, humanly speaking, that the Father makes clear His will in this supremely 

important matter.  

 

Submission 

 

                                                 
61

 Luke 9: 28 - 35 
62

 2Peter 1:16 – 17 For we have not followed cunningly devised fables, when we made known unto you the power 

and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of his majesty.  For he received from God the Father 

honour and glory, when there came such a voice to him from the excellent glory, This is my beloved Son, in whom I 

am well pleased. 
63

 John 1: 14b 
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And he was withdrawn from them about a stone's cast, and kneeled down, and 

prayed, saying, Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless 

not my will, but thine, be done.64 




 

Submission is the attitude that precedes obedience. The word ‘submission’ comes from 

the Latin submittero which means to ‘send under’. When the Romans conquered a 

people, they set up a yoke such as might be used for oxen and the people were made to 

witness their leaders pass under it as a symbol of their being under the Roman yoke 

(literally sub juga from which we get our word subjugate). The act was humiliating but 

instructive. The people saw that their leaders were sent under the yoke (sub - mitera - 

juga).  In that sense the law is the yoke of service. Jesus spoke of his yoke as being easy.65  

And for Jesus the law was an “easy yoke.” But here the burden that He was to sustain 

with that yoke was of incalculable weight, the burden of the guilt of all humanity.  

 

Relationship, Jesus’ treasure  

 

 And about the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, saying, Eli, Eli, lama 

sabachthani? That is to say, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?66 




 

Jesus had much to say about a man’s treasure. For Him the greatest treasure was not 

possessions, power, or praise of men, but His relationship with his Father in Heaven. It 

was here on the cross that He suffered the loss of that. Here was fulfilled in all its 

unfathomable pain the full realization of the penalty for the violation of the very first 

commandment given to man: “for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely 

die.”67 How thankful we may all be that though Jesus has ‘drunk the bitter cup’, the 

Father heard His cry68 and answered Him in the Resurrection of Jesus from the dead. 

                                                 
64

 Luke 21: 41 - 42 
65

 Matthew 11:29 - 30 Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find 

rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light. 
66

 Matthew 27: 46 
67

 Genesis 2 : 17b 
68

 Psalm 22:24 For he hath not despised nor abhorred the affliction of the afflicted; neither hath he hid his face from 

him; but when he cried unto him, he heard. 
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The Second Commandment 


 

Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing 

that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water 

under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: for I 

the LORD thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the 

children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; And showing 

mercy unto thousands of them that love me, and keep my commandments. 




 

Making a Graven Image 
 

Normally this commandment is thought of as an injunction against the making of 

“idols”. The first commandment, however, precludes a relationship with “any other 

god” so why was it necessary to forbid the creation of images of other gods? It wasn’t. 

The second commandment is actually an injunction against representing the LORD as 

anything that has material or conceptual existence, of making a “graven image” and 

saying this represents the LORD. In a wider sense, this commandment addresses itself 

to a very central facet of human experience: the act of creation, of making things. 
 

The Bible begins simply: “In the beginning God created…”69 Man, created in God’s 

image, is a ‘creative’ being. Let us consider the creative process for a moment. How then 

do we create?  
 

When people ‘create’ they give material expression to immaterial entities. Ideas, for 

example are immaterial. But when they are communicated as words which are heard or 

as print on a page that is read like the words you are reading now, then ideas are 

communicated to you in a very material way. So too, when an engineer conceives of a 

device to accomplish some task in a more efficient way, he communicates his ideas via 

blueprints to a manufacturer who then rearranges materials (cuts, machines, heat treats, 

grinds, paints, casts, assembles, oils, etc.) to “create” the device that the engineer 

conceived of. The artist works by the same means. Whether a sculptor, painter, 

composer, or playwright. All make their immaterial “vision” known in some material 

way, stone, paint on canvas, notes on paper, or words on the printed page. We may say 

that all of these processes which give tangible expression to intangible entities 

(thoughts, feelings, moods, visions, ideas, etc) are akin to an act of incarnation.  
 

                                                 
69

 Genesis 1:1 
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In the case of a sculptor, for instance, he will envision the form of the statue 

“imprisoned’ in the block of marble which he begins to be liberate by the successive 

blows of hammer and chisel. In every case the process of creation moves an idea from 

an immaterial state to a material representation that may or may not fully express its 

immaterial predecessor. This process of materialization is called many words: 

fabrication, creation, writing, painting, sculpting, development, etc. In the context of 

this commandment, the process that precedes the creation (or graving) of an image is 

imagining, the material creation being a “graven image” or representation that points 

back to its immaterial predecessor imagined in the mind of its creator.  
 

As such, this commandment really has to do with the proper use of our “creative” 

abilities, particularly imagination. Imagination is a profoundly important aspect of 

human cognitive ability. It is central to much of problem solving.  And there is every 

reason to believe that it was an ability given to us when we were created.  
 

Unlike God, however, man cannot create something from nothing. For humans, 

creation takes the form of rearranging material entities into a form that is more 

satisfactory or pleasing to the individual who is ‘creating’. Rearranging may be thought 

of as two antithetical processes at work. As the immaterial image is given material 

existence, the processes of un-arranging and arranging go on simultaneously. Coming 

back to the sculptor for a moment, each blow of the hammer and chisel both destroys 

the old form of the marble block and “creates” a new form. The myriad intermediate 

states through which the block of marble will pass supercede each other with each new 

blow. If we were to stop the sculptor and ask why are you destroying that block of 

marble, what would he answer? Clearly he was not satisfied with the block of marble as 

it was or he would not have started carving it. That is true of any ‘creative’ process. It 

involves rejection of what is in favor of what could be. Making images involves not only 

affirmation of what is imagined but also rejection of existing materiality displaced by 

the rearranging process. That observation raises an important issue: value judgment.   
 

Would not the empty canvases of Van Gough be more valuable if he had not smeared 

them with paint? The city tears down a historic land mark because the new high rise 

apartment needs the space. The graveyard is paved over so that the new shopping 

center can have a parking lot. The last copy of the lost treatise of Archimedes is 

scratched out and written over by the nameless medieval scribe and the palimpsest is 

read through the worthless Medieval Latin text only with the most arduous labor.  

“Creation” may or may not be desirable depending on the relative values of what is 

rejected vs. what is left in its place.  
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This second commandment does not prohibit all human ‘creative’ activity. It simply 

says that God is not to be a subject of our imaginative processes. There are at least two 

interrelated reasons for this.  
 

The first reason for limiting imagination in regards to God is the reality that God 

transcends all possible human (or any created being’s) comprehension. Therefore any 

attempt to represent His essence in terms of materiality is bound to fail, and reflect that 

which is not true. To accept such a conception as true is to entertain base and ignoble 

thoughts about God. The apostle Paul writes of this process. 
 

… that which may be known of God is manifest in them; for God hath showed it 

unto them. For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are 

clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal 

power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse: because that, when they 

knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but became 

vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. Professing 

themselves to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the 

incorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and 

four-footed beasts, and creeping things.70 
 

This is not to say that we should never try to describe God. To avoid such would be the 

death of all devotion. Quite the contrary, those who love Him the most seem the most 

inclined to talk about Him and are under great internal pressure to describe him to 

others. 
 

 I charge you, O daughters of Jerusalem, if ye find my beloved, that ye tell 

him, that I am sick of love. 

   What is thy beloved more than another beloved, O thou fairest among 

women? What is thy beloved more than another beloved that thou dost so charge 

us? 

 My beloved is white and ruddy, the chiefest among ten thousand. His head is 

as the most fine gold, his locks are bushy, and black as a raven. His eyes are as 

the eyes of doves by the rivers of waters, washed with milk, and fitly set. His 

cheeks are as a bed of spices, as sweet flowers: his lips like lilies, dropping sweet 

smelling myrrh. His hands are as gold rings set with the beryl: his belly is as 

bright ivory overlaid with sapphires. His legs are as pillars of marble, set upon 

sockets of fine gold: his countenance is as Lebanon, excellent as the cedars. His 

                                                 
70

 Romans 1:19 - 23 



 27 

mouth is most sweet: yea, he is altogether lovely. This is my beloved, and this is 

my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem. 71 
 

These descriptions, however, never set a limit to His person. They are all, on the 

contrary, breathlessly trying to describe what they know to be indescribable and 

boundless. It is not that the verbal representation or image of God is not there, just that 

it is only partial. All such reflect a growing understanding of God which is desirable 

and normal. It is when a person stops and says proudly “that’s it, I have succeeded in 

describing God”; that sin enters. Any husband or wife who concludes that they know 

all there is to know about their mate is making a similar mistake! Much rigidity in 

religious systems or marriages can trace their petrifaction back to such a violation of the 

second commandment.  
 

The second reason for limiting imagination in regards to God has to do with mankind 

itself. When God created mankind, He said “Let us make man in our image, after our 

likeness…”.72 Since God has made man in His image, it is unnecessary for any man do 

likewise and make an image of God, seeing that Humankind is the image that God 

intended and no other image is necessary or desirable.  To attempt, therefore, to 

imagine another image of God is to reject our own humanity in a very fundamental 

way. This rejection was at the root of the disobedience of our first parents in the garden.  
 

And the serpent said unto the woman, Ye shall not surely die: For God doth 

know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall 

be as gods, knowing good and evil.73 
 

The problem here was that they already were as God, having been made in His image. 

But there was dissatisfaction with this estate, as if something more was needed or 

something were missing, something had been withheld, something more had to be 

‘created’. There was an element of distrust of God along with dissatisfaction with the 

product of His creative activity.  In the first act of disobedience lay the seeds of all 

future sinful ‘creation’. 
 

Bowing down and Serving 
 

Today in the west, mankind is not so much in danger of making little bronze statues of 

God. Rather they are more in danger of rejecting their own humanity in favor of what is 

deemed to be a more desirable image of themselves.  
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How many people buy products today that are advertised as part of an image ginned 

up by ad agencies? The customer buys a certain brand of cigarette because he sees a 

macho cowboy smoking the same brand. Or he buys a certain automobile because it 

seems that lovely young women like to hang all over the drivers of that particular 

vehicle. In buying and consuming the fruit of the ad agency’s imagination, he serves the 

image they have projected by purchasing its accoutrements. He wants to conform to the 

image that is projected for him because of dissatisfaction with himself. How many 

politicians in Washington are worried not so much about their integrity, as their 

‘image’? Not so much about what is right for the country, but maintaining that 

appearance of things that will get them elected next term. I’m sure that you can develop 

many other examples based on your own experience.  
 

The presence of an image raises the matter of conformity to the image.  In primitive 

societies where material image worship is practiced, the ubiquitous and concurrent 

practice of mask making bears witness to a consistent practice of  mask wearing that 

reflects the devotee’s desire to be conformed to and even to become the god thus 

worshipped. Modern people in the west do not wear physical masks, any more than 

they bow down before physical idols, but with the internalization of the image, the 

mask becomes a psychological one. How many people do each of us know who wear 

some sort of ‘mask’ to hide their true identity? All such immaterial masks represent the 

concretization of the desire to create a new image that has at its core a rejection of the 

image of God in mankind. In short the violation of the second commandment is 

endemic in our society as well as the world at large.  
 

Consequences of Serving a Jealous God 
 

The phrase “a jealous God” looks back to the first commandment and builds on it. In 

that we saw that the relationship with God was a unique relationship, one in which the 

parties must remain faithful to each other – exclusively! It was to be one founded upon 

love: loving God and loving your neighbor as yourself.  When God uses the term 

“jealous”, it is a testimony to His love for each of us. He loves us deeply and 

unconditionally. If we should fail to love Him in return, His response to our infidelity is 

“jealousy”. To reject the image of God in one’s own humanity is therefore to reject 

God’s love for us in creating us as he did. To hate our humanity is to hate God.  
 

If a man says, I love God, and hate his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not 

his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath not seen? 

And this commandment have we from him, That he who loveth God love his 

brother also.74 

                                                 
74

 1John 4:20-21 



 29 

 

The love of God is to be exclusive, trusting, and satisfied with His creation of our 

humanness. In the end the sin of Adam was marked by such a rejection.  
 

Another frightening thought in this section lies in the term “visiting75 the iniquity of the 

fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generations of them that hate me.”  

Notice it does not say punishing the iniquity, but rather visiting. When I visit some one, 

I go to see how they are and to spend time with them because I love them. When God 

says visiting the iniquity upon the children, He is not saying that He will punish the 

children for the sins of the fathers.76 What is in view here is the persistence of evil 

practices. It is a somber realization that what we do for good or ill will affect the lives of 

our children for many generations. God will surly visit them, because He loves them, 

but He may only find the iniquity of the fathers that has propagated for generations. I 

have seen this many times in marriages and families. We sometimes refer to it as 

‘baggage’.  For young people to break the destructive behavioral cycles learned in a 

dysfunctional family is exceedingly difficult.  
 

Jesus 
 

The second command introduces us to the sacredness of humanity because man and 

woman have been made in the image of God. In a very real sense the incarnation of our 

Lord Jesus Christ is the supreme affirmation of this! It represents the ultimate 

acceptance of all that is truly human, in contradistinction to people’s almost continual 

rejection of their humanity. If we desire to understand what it means to be authentically 

human, we must study Jesus. He so loves His creation77 that He consents to become one 

of them78. This is truly amazing, considering what He must have left behind79! And 

when He is confronted by all that is human, he accepts them. People come to him in 

deep need, he meets their need. They come in fear to be comforted, in weakness to be 
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strengthened, sick to be healed, lame to walk, blind to see, deaf to hear, bound to be 

freed,  even the dead to be raised.80 They come to Him marred by sin, sickness, and 

demonic domination to be received just as they are ‘without one plea…’. Their 

humanity is restored in all its excellence. They are precious because they are human!  
 

But for those who wear their ‘religious masks’81, those who have no need of a 

physician82, Jesus has hard words of a tough love warning them of the terrible end that 

awaits them if they go on this way.  
 

What a comfort the Jesus of the second commandment should be to each of us!  
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The Third Commandment 
 

Thou shalt not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain; for the LORD will not hold 

him guiltless that takes his name in vain. 




 

Taking the Name in Vain 
 

The usual understanding of this commandment involves the use of the name of God 

(whether Father, Son, or Holy Spirit) as an expletive in the expression anger, 

disappointment, confusion, or other strong emotions. Such usage is without any 

awareness of the Person who the name identifies. It is an empty or vain usage. 

Doubtless such a view is correct as far as it goes, but this commandment is much more 

searching.  

 

Like the first two, this command addresses itself to Israel’s relationship with God. To 

understand the focus of this command, we must first understand something of human 

needs and of love which meets those needs. 

 

In human experience, we all have needs. These may be material (food, clothes, shelter, 

transportation) or immaterial (love, security, peace, happiness, fulfillment). When we 

are unable to meet our needs by ourselves, we experience want and that gives rise to 

vulnerability. To be human is to be vulnerable in one way or another. Normally our 

need based vulnerabilities are met in quid pro quo business relationships. The family 

physician charges us a fee in return for the use of medical expertise to bring healing 

when we are sick. The green grocer provides us food and in exchange for money. The 

auto mechanic who repairs our car, and the policeman who protects us, each earn their 

living by their profession. Such relationships are so commonplace that we take them for 

granted. But they are not necessarily relationships of love.    

 

In loving human relationships, the participants try to meet each other’s unfulfilled 

needs as an expression of love and not as a kind of bargain for goods or services in 

return. When we love, we agree to be bound to the vulnerabilities of the one we love. 

We share the loved one’s needs and our desire is to meet those needs as an expression 

of love and not as a quid pro quo mentioned above. The very act of loving, therefore, 

makes us vulnerable by taking unto ourselves the vulnerabilities of the one loved. Being 

the parent of a totally dependant infant demonstrates this quite clearly. As a parent, we 

can do all that is normally needed for ourselves, but love constrains us to do what is 

needful for our infant. If they are sick, we are concerned and seek medical help. If they 
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are hungry, we feed them. If they are sleepy, we put them safely to bed. We clothe 

them, and clean them and comfort them because they are our dependant infant and we 

love them. We seek always to do what is right for them. We pay for these services, but 

in return we seek no reward.  

 

Thus it was between God and Israel. Just as an infant learns to cry for help in its need, 

so Israel was to cry to God in their need. It was with this in mind that God revealed His 

name to the Israelites. There are abundant references throughout the Bible, particularly 

in the Psalms83, to the beneficial consequences of calling upon the name of the Lord. 

 

When God uttered the first of these ten “words”, He began with the revelation of His 

Name: hwhy, the unpronounceable tetragram, which we anglicize as Jehovah, to convey 

the sense of God as the self-Existent or Eternal. The addition of the personal pronoun 

“your God” established Israel’s relationship with God as a personal one. The tone of the 

relationship between God and Israel then was to have been one of love. Israel could 

well have said with us: “We love him, because he first loved us.”84 When God delivered 

Israel from Egyptian bondage, He demonstrated His eternal love them as He did way 

back in Abraham’s day. In revealing His name to Israel, God, who is invulnerable, 

made Himself vulnerable, by assuming Israel’s vulnerabilities. The supreme example of 

this assumption of human vulnerability lies in the person of our Lord Jesus. 

 

…But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels for the suffering 

of death, crowned with glory and honor; that he by the grace of God should taste 

death for every man. 

 For it became him, for whom are all things, and by whom are all things, in 

bringing many sons unto glory, to make the captain of their salvation perfect 

through sufferings. For both he that sanctifies and they who are sanctified are all 

of one: for which cause he is not ashamed to call them brethren, saying, I will 

declare thy name unto my brethren, in the midst of the church will I sing praise 

unto thee. And again, I will put my trust in him. And again, Behold I and the 

children which God hath given me. 
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  Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, he also 

himself likewise took part of the same; that through death he might destroy him 

that had the power of death, that is, the devil; and deliver them who through fear 

of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.  For verily he took not on him 

the nature of angels; but he took on him the seed of Abraham. Wherefore in all 

things it behooved him to be made like unto his brethren, that he might be a 

merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to make 

reconciliation for the sins of the people, for in that he himself hath suffered being 

tempted, he is able to succor them that are tempted.85 

 

We had a need for salvation from the dreadful effects of sin that we could not meet. We 

could not save ourselves. Jesus (whose name means the Salvation of Jehovah86) came to 

meet that need through His perfect life of obedience and through His bearing the full 

penalty for our sins.   

 

There is, however, a perversion of a loving relationship that masquerades as love in 

which human vulnerability is exploited. Such relationships cloak a selfish and unjust 

quid pro quo with the appearance of love. In return for meeting an individual’s need, 

persons in such relationships exploit the vulnerabilities of the partner to extort desired 

behavior for selfish ends. Such exploitation runs the gamut from manipulation of the 

will (i.e. getting someone to do for us what they really don’t want to do) to outright 

abuse (verbal, emotional, or physical harm to terrorize the vulnerable person into 

submission). The unifying characteristic of all such destructive relationships lies in the 

sense of power over or control of the person whose vulnerabilities as being exploited. 

Here we come to the focus of this third commandment. If God, by assuming our 

vulnerabilities, has made himself “vulnerable”87, and given us the knowledge of His 

Name so that we may call upon Him to meet our many needs88, we must not consider 

that this great privilege gives us power over God to get Him to do whatever we want in 

our selfish manifestations. 
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Taking of the Name of God in vain really has to do with not making the assumption 

that we can presume upon His good grace, in the loving relationship that He has chosen 

to allow us to have with Him. We ought never to assume that we are in control or that 

we can get God to do what we want, simply buy the use of His name. We encounter 

this danger particularly in the prayer life. It is for this reason that James asserts: “Ye ask, 

and receive not, because ye ask amiss, that ye may consume it upon your lusts.”89  

 

In Israel’s day, such a presumptuous attitude was that which attended magic, as they 

would have seen it practiced in idolatrous Egypt. There a whole pseudo-science grew 

involving magic charms were relied on to assure safe passage to a blessed after life.90 

The power lay in the proper recital of standard formulae particularly with reference to 

specific names of gods which gave the individual power to receive the desired end of 

safe passage to the afterlife. Even the popular fantasies about witchcraft today stress the 

same concept; that the power lies in the knowledge of the proper way to say charms to 

obtain power over things outside oneself. This commandment eschews all such 

practices. Power lies not in knowledge but in love91. God is to be loved for who He is 

and to be trusted to use His power for our best ends as He defines them in His infinite 

love for us. We are not to try to lay hold of His power for selfish ends or to try to 

manipulate His will. 

 

Judged by these standards, how far short much prayer and religious practice in 

Christendom falls. How many rituals there are where the correct use of words seems all 

important but the heart that longs for and cries out to God is lacking. It was so in Jesus 

day92 and, sadly, is so today 

 

Guilt 
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This phrase is central to salvation, for to be held guiltless is to be justified with God. 

God is willing to establish a personal relationship with each of us based on His love for 

us. This relationship is one in which it is possible for each of us to learn to love Him in 

return. To call upon the Name of the Lord in that relationship for the blessings of not 

only an eternal but also an ongoing salvation is a great and extraordinary privilege. The 

justification (i.e. “to be held guiltless”) spoken of here rests upon faith93. Now faith is 

not merely bare belief but it is faith when translated into action.94  

 

So this commandment really reminds the believer of the necessity of calling upon the 

Name of God but in ways that honor Him. God’s Name is to be invoked in love for Him 

and in love for one’s neighbor, not for selfish ends.  The apostle Paul addresses this as 

faith which works by love.  

 

 Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be 

not entangled again with the yoke of bondage. Behold, I Paul say unto you, that 

if ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing. For I testify again to every 

man that is circumcised, that he is a debtor to do the whole law. Christ is become 

of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law; ye are fallen 

from grace.  For we through the Spirit wait for the hope of righteousness by faith. 

For in Jesus Christ neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision; 

but faith which worketh by love.95 

 

What Paul is saying here is that even the keeping of the law (i.e. the observance of 

circumcision) for selfish reasons, (i.e. to have a basis for the right to control the power of 

God and to demand salvation) is not one wit better than magic. Both take the Name of 

God in vain. What is meaningful to God is that in Christ Jesus it is faith which worketh 

by love that avails for justification. The story told by Jesus illustrates this so simply: 
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 And he spake this parable unto certain which trusted in themselves that they 

were righteous, and despised others: Two men went up into the temple to pray; 

the one a Pharisee, and the other a publican. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus 

with himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, 

unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast twice in the week; I give tithes 

of all that I possess. And the publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so 

much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be 

merciful to me a sinner. I tell you, this man went down to his house justified 

rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he 

that humbleth himself shall be exalted.96 

 

It is the contrite heart that feels the terrible burden of its sin and cries out to God for 

mercy that uses his Name properly. The heart that emphasizes its own self-

righteousness as a basis for salvation takes the name of Jesus (‘the salvation of Jehovah’) 

in vain. 

 

Jesus 

 

The third command introduces us to the sacredness of God’s name and the very great 

privilege of calling upon Him with the certainty that we will be heard favorably 

provided we call upon Him in that love which respects His autonomy, His freedom to 

do as He sees fit. We see this in the prayer life of our Lord Jesus.  

 

Hallowing the Name 

 

 After this manner therefore pray ye: Our Father which art in heaven, 

Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in 

heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive 

our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine 

is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.  

 For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive 

you: But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive 

your trespasses.97 




 

The old English word “hallow” means to declare holy or to venerate as holy. So when 

Jesus begins His sample prayer for the disciples, the very first lesson He would have 
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them understand is that the God to whom they are addressing their prayer is in Heaven 

(the place of ultimate power and glory) and unfathomably Holy. So His Name is to be 

held in great reverence. It was this sense of God’s holiness that caused the publican of 

Jesus’ parable stand afar off and to smite his breast in anguish over his sinfulness in the 

sight of Holy God, before he pleaded for mercy.  So much of effective prayer has to do 

with awareness of God and our attitude toward Him, before we utter one syllable. It is 

on our hearts that God gazes upon as an open book. And there He reads who we really 

are. In Jesus’ profoundly simple prayer , the confessions of faith (“our Father which 

art…”), of need (“our daily bread…”), and sin (“forgive us our debts…”) with their 

associated petitions are all characterized from the start with the awesome awareness of 

and reverence for the Person of God. This is supremely a prayer of confession, trust, 

and love. The value of the prayer lies not in the mindless repetition of it but rather in 

the deep awareness of the underlying heart attitudes, and priorities so articulated. To 

love God is to revere His Holy Name. Reverence for His Father and God was central to 

the life of Jesus.   

 

Rejoicing in God’s Will 

 

 In that hour Jesus rejoiced in spirit, and said, I thank thee, O Father, Lord of 

heaven and earth, that thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and 

hast revealed them unto babes: even so, Father; for so it seemed good in thy 

sight. All things are delivered to me of my Father: and no man knoweth who the 

Son is, but the Father; and who the Father is, but the Son, and he to whom the 

Son will reveal him.98 




 

The hour spoken of here was during the later Judean ministry when Jesus sent out 

seventy disciples two by two to preach in “every city and place, whither he himself 

would come.” When the seventy returned with joy at the success of their mission, Jesus 

rejoiced. Nevertheless, his rejoicing was tempered by the realization the gospel of the 

kingdom was “hid” from the “wise and prudent” that is the religious leaders of his day. 

It was increasingly clear that he would not be accepted by them, and that this would 

mean his eventual rejection and crucifixion in Jerusalem. The awareness of this 

direction did not damp his rejoicing, however, because it was not based on 

circumstances, but on the manifestation of the will of God.  “I thank thee, O Father, 

Lord of heaven and earth … for so it seemed good in thy sight.” What a challenge to us 

when things do not go as we would have them to go. Here is the very antithesis of the 

desire to manipulate God. Jesus’ totally respects his Heavenly Father’s will and does 
                                                 
98
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not ask for redirection. Rather his unshakable trust rejoices at what would otherwise 

seem an increasingly gloomy picture. Is God’s provision any less for us than for His 

Son? Why, therefore, do we in adverse situations seek to redirect the Most High God or 

to dissuade Him from His all-wise providence? 

 

Respecting God’s Will 

 

And he went a little further, and fell on his face, and prayed, saying, O my 

Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but 

as thou wilt. And he cometh unto the disciples, and findeth them asleep, and 

saith unto Peter, What, could ye not watch with me one hour? Watch and pray, 

that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 

weak. He went away again the second time, and prayed, saying, O my Father, if 

this cup may not pass away from me, except I drink it, thy will be done.99 




 

The objection could be raised at this point of Jesus’ prayer in the Garden: “O my Father, 

if it be possible, let this cup pass from me…” Surely here Jesus is seeks a way out if only 

in his humanity. What the passage really points us to is the unfathomable cost that 

obedience to God’s will may require. For us to really pray “thy will be done” as in the 

model prayer cited above may be followed by humanly terrible consequences. When 

Jesus follows his request by the words, “nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt”, he 

indicates the depth to which he is willing to go to please the Father.100 The account in 

Luke tells us what prayer such as this really means, “And being in an agony he prayed 

more earnestly: and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the 

ground.”101 So grievous was the struggle, humanly, that “there appeared an angel unto 

him from heaven, strengthening him.”102 Jesus is not so much praying for himself as 

praying that the will of God be done as long as His Father allows no other way. So it 

was that “he went away again the second time, and prayed, saying, O my Father, if this 

cup may not pass away from me, except I drink it, thy will be done.” 

 

In summary, while this command warns us not to take our relation with the Holy God 

lightly or to use His Name (and our privilege of access) for selfish ends, but it also 

intimates that we do need to call upon His Name in faith and love respecting His will 

for us and trusting in His wise providences even though very painful trials may mark 
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the way of our earthly pilgrimage. No matter what happens to us, however, we have 

the sure and certain comfort that Jesus was “made like unto his brethren, that he might 

be a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to make reconciliation 

for the sins of the people.” And in that “he himself hath suffered being tempted103, he is 

able to succor them that are tempted.”104 
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The Fourth Commandment 
 

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days shalt thou labor, and do all 

thy work: But the seventh day is the Sabbath of the LORD thy God: in it thou 

shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor 

thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates: For in 

six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and 

rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day, and 

hallowed it.     

         Exodus 20:8 - 11 
 

Keep the Sabbath day to sanctify it, as the LORD thy God hath commanded thee. 

Six days thou shalt labor, and do all thy work: But the seventh day is the Sabbath 

of the LORD thy God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy 

daughter, nor thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thine ox, nor thine ass, 

nor any of thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates; that thy 

manservant and thy maidservant may rest as well as thou. And remember that 

thou wast a servant in the land of Egypt, and that the LORD thy God brought 

thee out thence through a mighty hand and by a stretched out arm: therefore the 

LORD thy God commanded thee to keep the Sabbath day.    

        Deuteronomy 5:12 - 15 




 

Four things are immediately observable in this commandment. It is the first positive 

command. It is the first commandment to deal with time, specifically the sanctification 

of a certain day: the “Sabbath105”. It regulates human activity on that day, prohibiting 

“work” and enjoining, instead, “rest”. This is the first command whose precedence is 

firmly rooted in a historical event, even though the events referenced are different for 

the version given in Exodus and the redaction given in Deuteronomy.  
 

The Sabbath – Something to Do. 

 

  Brethren, my heart's desire and prayer to God for Israel is, that they might be 

saved. For I bear them record that they have a zeal of God, but not according to 

knowledge. For they, being ignorant of God's righteousness, and going about to 

establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the 
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righteousness of God. For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every 

one that believeth.106  




 

The fourth commandment sets forth positively something that God wants Israel to do. 

But the question is what. This is not obvious until we consider the sad history of Israel 

which reveals that even when they thought they understood the commandment 

correctly and were observing it, there was still ignorance of God’s righteousness. Paul 

made this mistake himself. His description of Israel’s spiritual state was 

autobiographical.  Keeping the Sabbath had been a point of Pharisaic pride with him.  

But God arrested his persecuting zeal on the Damascus Road and turned him about. All 

that he had prided himself on was now esteemed loss. 107 If Paul and the whole nation of 

Israel misunderstood the application of this commandment, how are we to understand 

it? 
 

Time – Keeping the Sabbath Holy 
 

 One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth 

abideth for ever. The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down, and hasteth to his 

place where he arose. The wind goeth toward the south, and turneth about unto 

the north; it whirleth about continually, and the wind returneth again according 

to his circuits. All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place 

from whence the rivers come, thither they return again. All things are full of 

labour; man cannot utter it: the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled 

with hearing. 

  The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is 

that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun. Is there any 

thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? It hath been already of old time, 

which was before us. There is no remembrance of former things; neither shall 

there be any remembrance of things that are to come with those that shall come 

after.108 

 
 To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the 

heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck 
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up that which is planted; a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, 

and a time to build up;  a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and 

a time to dance; a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; 

a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; a time to get, and a time 

to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away; a time to rend, and a time to sew; 

a time to keep silence, and a time to speak; a time to love, and a time to hate; a 

time of war, and a time of peace. What profit hath he that worketh in that 

wherein he laboureth?109 




 

Solomon spent much time studying nature. He observed that many of the processes in 

the world of nature or of men (solar, wind, water, and history) are cyclical in nature. If 

the behavior of wind, water, and weather cyclical, then there must be a time to plant 

and a time to harvest, a time to cast away and a time to gather, a time to pick up stones 

and a time to cast them down. If history is cyclical, then there must be a time for peace 

and a time for war, a time for rejoicing and a time to weep, a time to be born and a time 

to die. If there is a sensonal cycle for everything, then there must be a time for every 

purpose under the heaven. And the wise man, understanding the great cycles of nature 

and humanity, understands when actions should be taken to accomplish every purpose 

so that the individual may live successfully and in harmony with the world. 

 

This is not the usual way people look at time today. For them time is linear, like a road 

on which they are traveling. It stretches over the hills and far away. Where they have 

been is the past. Where they are going is the future.110 And where they are now in the 

little motor car is that thin intersection of past and future called present.  

 

Yet all around there are the constant evidences that time is cyclical, not linear.  The 

regular beating of our heart, the rise and fall of our breath, the circadian rhythm of day 

and night, the weekly cycle of seven days,111 the regular passage of the yearly seasons, 

as well as those less predictable a-periodic functions of the “bull” and the “bear” that 

can spell financial gain or disaster in the stock market.  
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Cycles have no beginning or end, unless we define that point in the continuum of time. 

That is precisely what the fourth commandment does. In sanctifying a certain day, it 

marks the end of one cycle and the beginning of another.  

 

The Sabbath is not unique to the week. God enjoins a Sabbath rest for the land as well. 

“But in the seventh year shall be a Sabbath of rest unto the land, a Sabbath for the 

LORD: thou shalt neither sow thy field, nor prune thy vineyard.”112 When Israel failed 

to observe this for 490 years, the land was given its Sabbaths all at once – 70 of them, the 

exact length of the Babylonian Captivity.113 The fiftieth year (the Jubilee) was also a kind 

a grand Sabbath114 in which the land rested, debts were forgiven, and leased property 

returned to the original owner. 

 

Such a period of rest is not unique to scripture. It is found in many cyclic systems.  The 

beating of our heart is marked by a brief period of rest. There is a discernable instant 

when we neither breathe in or out but rest. The tangential velocity of the outermost 

surface of the wheel goes to zero each time it comes in contact with the road.  Every day 

ends with the need to rest in sleep.  The academic year, made up of the several semester 

cycles, provides a period of rest between each semester. Every year a few professors 

may take a sabbatical leave. Like Janus,115 people stop and take stock of the past and 

look ahead to the future at the passing of the old year, whenever convention assigns 

that time.  There are still two unanswered questions: of what temporal cycle does the 

fourth commandment speak, and what is the meaning of “rest” as opposed to “work”? 

 

The Sabbath – A Historic Memorial 

 

For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, 

and rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day, and 

hallowed it. 
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And remember that thou wast a servant in the land of Egypt, and that the LORD 

thy God brought thee out thence through a mighty hand and by a stretched out 

arm: therefore the LORD thy God commanded thee to keep the Sabbath day. 




 

I believe it was the Mad Hatter who asked Alice “Why is a raisin like a writing desk?” 

The challenge of the Hatter’s conundrum lies in the fact that we like to find hidden 

similarity in apparently disparate entities. The historical events mentioned in the two 

versions of the fourth commandment are obviously disparate. In each case we recognize 

that the event had to do with the LORD, but what other similarity is there?  

 

Both events have to do with creation; the first with the creation of the world and the 

second the creation of Israel as a nation from an enslaved people. The cycle of time that 

the fourth commandment addresses is a creative cycle.  

 

As noted above, Man, created in God’s image, is a ‘creative’ being116. So the regulation 

of the creative cycle is profoundly essential to man’s nature. Whether it is the creation of 

a new life (“…a time to be born, a time to die…”); the creation of a new building (“…a 

time to break down and a time to build up…”); or the creation of a war (“…a time of 

war, and a time of peace.”); the cycle is to be marked by a time of rest that is dedicated 

to God.  This is good to remember as a principle of life rather than just as a 

commandment. Each time we complete a creative cycle whether the day or week or 

even our entire life, the end of the cycle should be marked by a period of rest from our 

labor in which we commune with God.  

 

The most common creative cycle among humans is the creation of wealth. It is this cycle 

that is most visible in the two versions of the commandment. 

 

…thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy 

manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within 

thy gates … 

 

… thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, nor thy 

manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thine ox, nor thine ass, nor any of thy 

cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates; that thy manservant and thy 

maidservant may rest as well as thou… 

 

                                                 
116

 As human kind are made in the image of God, so human “creative” activity is an image of God’s creative 

activity. God creates from nothing, whereas man can only create from what already is.  
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All of the individuals and animals mentioned are those who would be engaged in the 

process of creating wealth. Today we call it “earning a living”.  The nature of the cycle 

that is marked by the Sabbath raises the final question about the difference between rest 

and work. 

 

Rest and Work 

 

And they heard the voice of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of 

the day: and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD 

God amongst the trees of the garden. And the LORD God called unto Adam, and 

said unto him, Where art thou?117 




 

If necessity thrusts labor upon us, it is God who reminds us by this commandment to 

“take a break”. But how do we take a break? Do we just sit and do nothing? Solomon’s 

words remind us that there is a time for every purpose. If there is a time for every 

purpose then there must be a purpose for every time. What is the purpose of the 

Sabbath?  

 

When God created humankind, He did not do so for man merely to spend all his days 

in the creation of wealth.  Our Lord Jesus reminds us: 

 

“…Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man's life consisteth not in the 

abundance of the things which he possesseth.”118 

 

When God created Adam and Eve, He gave them work to do. They were to keep the 

garden in which He placed them.119 But in the cool of the day, when the work of 

gardening was done, God came to have fellowship with them. He wanted them to enjoy 

His presence and get to know Him so that they might better fulfill the divine-image 

nature He had given them. Today we would say the day was for work, but the evening 

was for fellowship or for working on their relationship with God. Rest does not involve 

mere inactivity, but a different type of activity, work with a different purpose for the 

different time. This concept is more part of our life than we realize.  

 

I remember sitting in a park one lunch hour and hearing the distant sounds of the 

highway. The difference between the purposes of these two spaces was striking. The 
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highway was all noise and bustle. Cars whizzed to and fro. All was activity. No one 

could sit in the middle of the highway! But here I was resting on a park bench, in a 

peaceful surrounding, thinking about the different uses to which society devotes space.  

Suddenly I realized that the park and the highway were really typical of two general 

types of space, space for movement and space for sitting. When we go to work we leave 

our home (Point A) and go to the factory (Point B). The highway connects point A and 

point B. Work is a kind of A to B process. A could be raw material and B finished 

product. A could be the empty lot and B the finished apartment house. A could be the 

broken automobile and B the repaired automobile. A is the initial state and B the final 

state and what joins them is process. And what makes process happen is work! 

Presumably B has value added by work and represents increased wealth. A to B is a 

cycle of wealth generation that takes work.  

  

The park, on the other hand, is all about being. When I come to the park, it is not A or B, 

it just is. Here, I do not have to move. I sit. I rest.  How many places there are where we 

just sit and rest?120  

It further seemed to me that neither the highway nor the park is sufficient unto itself. 

Each needs the other. To be rushing about all the time without taking time to think 

about what you are doing seems madness. But to be thinking all the time without 

bringing those thoughts into some concrete reality seems to be stagnation! They are 

both part of a cycle that alternates between moving and sitting, process and state, 

becoming and being, work and rest.  

 

A corollary of this realization is that in any creative cycle, time must be set aside from 

the active process of creating for the passive process of being, especially being with 

God.  If the creative “tank” is drained in the process of creating, we must allow it to “fill 

up” in less structured times. We may create wealth but we really need God! 
 

This is why Jesus stresses the conflict between materiality (“mammon”) and spirituality 

(“God”) in Luke 16:13. “No servant can serve two masters: for either he will hate the 

one, and love the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot 

serve God and mammon.” 

 

This is also why Jesus rejects the offer of all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of 

them in Matthew 4:8 – 10. The devil offers him these things on the condition that Jesus 
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would “…fall down and worship me.” But Jesus answers him “it is written, Thou shalt 

worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve.” In this there is a definite link 

between the second and the fourth commandments. When we “serve the Lord God” 

(second commandment) the cycle of creation of wealth will not center on wealth as an 

end in itself (i.e. to make it an idol: forbidden by third commandment) but as a means to 

an end. The cycle of creating wealth is marked by the presence of the Sabbath rest 

which is “the Sabbath of the LORD thy God” (fourth commandment). The Sabbath rest, 

in which we refocus on our true master, marks us as His servants and not mammon’s.  

 

What really drives the fourth commandment is the fundamental need of the human 

soul for communion God and its need to take time to work on its relationship with Him. 

A man who observes no Sabbath rest but spends all his time creating wealth may in the 

end gain the whole world but what will that profit him? By working all the time, he 

effectively separates himself from God. By his neglect of God, he loses his own soul. 

(Matthew 16:26). Many a highly paid executive has made the same mistake costing him 

his wife and family. This is what Jesus means when He says that “The sabbath was 

made for man, and not man for the sabbath.”121 Simply put as we need God, we need to 

spend time with God. And that is the purpose of the Sabbath. 

 

Jesus 

 

It was the misunderstanding of the term “rest” in this fourth commandment more than 

any other that occasioned much trouble in religious minds regarding Jesus’ life and 

ministry.122 For the religious minds of the day rest meant total abstinence not only from 

wealth producing work, but from any but the most innocuous activities. Thus a man 

was not to plow the soil on the Sabbath. But what constituted “plowing”? To plow 

meant to disturb the earth. So if a person spit on the ground and that action disturbed 

the soil by raising dust, he was guilty of Sabbath breaking work.123  

 

This misunderstanding is the underlying problem in the healing of the man born blind. 

The events take place on the Sabbath. Encountering a man blind from birth, Jesus spits 

on the ground, makes a poultice of mud, applies it to the blind man’s eyes and instructs 

him to wash in the pool of Siloam.124 He obeys and receives his sight. Some of the 

Pharisees who hear of this conclude that Jesus cannot be of God because “he keepeth 

not the Sabbath day.” Jesus gives us a very different view of Sabbath activity. In 

response to his disciples’ question “who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was 
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born blind?” Jesus answers, “Neither hath this man sinned, nor his parents: but that the 

works of God should be made manifest in him.” He then adds significantly “I must 

work the works of him that sent me, while it is day: the night cometh, when no man can 

work.”  

 

There were many such restrictions that sought to differentiate between work and rest 

that were applied to people by the religious authorities of His day. They were 

inhumane to say the least. Jesus said of such: “… they bind heavy burdens and grievous 

to be borne, and lay them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them 

with one of their fingers.”125  

 

Time after time when people hesitated because Jesus performed miracles on the 

Sabbath, Jesus asked questions like: 

 

Which of you shall have an ass or an ox fallen into a pit, and will not straightway 

pull him out on the Sabbath day?126 

 

Is it lawful on the Sabbath days to do good, or to do evil? To save life, or to 

destroy it?127 

 

Thou hypocrite, doth not each one of you on the Sabbath loose his ox or his ass 

from the stall, and lead him away to watering? And ought not this woman, being 

a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan hath bound, lo, these eighteen years, be 

loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?128 

 

… have ye not read in the law, how that on the Sabbath days the priests in the 

temple profane the Sabbath, and are blameless?129  

 

And he said unto them, What man shall there be among you, that shall have one 

sheep, and if it fall into a pit on the Sabbath day, will he not lay hold on it, and 

lift it out? How much then is a man better than a sheep? Wherefore it is lawful to 

do well on the Sabbath days.130 
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Given Jesus’ statement, “I must work the works of him that sent me, while it is day: the 

night cometh, when no man can work”, we might be tempted to speculate that Jesus did 

one kind of work on the Sabbath and another on all the other days of the week. No so. 

He clearly says, “I do always those things that please him.”131 To try to separate Jesus’ 

activity into two classes, one for the Sabbath and one for week days, is to create that 

bug-bear of immature believers: the ‘sacred-secular’ dichotomy. Jesus sees all his 

activity as under divine imperative regardless of the day. 

 

On another occasion of a healing, “the Jews sought to slay him, because he had done 

these things on the Sabbath day.” In response Jesus answers them, “My Father worketh 

hitherto, and I work.”132  Basically Jesus is saying I’m doing the good works that God 

has given me to do and that is for every day of the week. That didn’t seem so different 

from what the religious leaders of the day saw as essential.133 The Sabbath was not seen 

as an interruption for works of righteousness only for works for material gain. For them 

works for material gain were not to be compared to “mitzvot” (meaning the 

commandments or the good deeds) for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven. Those were 

to be the works of the Sabbath and all the other days. While Jesus works are totally 

different from all other works as miracles, on the level of avowed intent (to do good for 

people), there seems to be no real difference here between Jesus intent and that of the 

religious leaders. This is why Jesus’ questions about what is right to do on the Sabbath 

proved to be so unanswerable in each case that they were asked.  

 

Why, then, was there so much hostility and conflict with Jesus over this 

commandment? The answer is not in the avowed intent of the actions but in the actual 

intent or motivation for the actions. To paraphrase God’s instruction to Samuel ‘…Look 

not {on the outward appearance of their actions, what they say and do} because I have 

refused {them}: for the LORD seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward 

appearance, but the LORD looketh on the heart.’134  

 

What does Rest Mean? 

 
 Wherefore (as the Holy Ghost saith, To day if ye will hear his voice, 

harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, in the day of temptation in the 

wilderness: when your fathers tempted me, proved me, and saw my works forty 
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years. Wherefore I was grieved with that generation, and said, They do always 

err in their heart; and they have not known my ways. So I swore in my wrath, 

They shall not enter into my rest.) Take heed, brethren, lest there be in any of you 

an evil heart of unbelief, in departing from the living God. But exhort one 

another daily, while it is called today; lest any of you be hardened through the 

deceitfulness of sin. For we are made partakers of Christ, if we hold the 

beginning of our confidence steadfast unto the end; while it is said, today if ye 

will hear his voice, harden not your hearts, as in the provocation. For some, 

when they had heard, did provoke: howbeit not all that came out of Egypt by 

Moses. But with whom was he grieved forty years? Was it not with them that 

had sinned, whose carcasses fell in the wilderness? And to whom swore he that 

they should not enter into his rest, but to them that believed not? So we see that 

they could not enter in because of unbelief. Let us therefore fear, lest, a promise 

being left us of entering into his rest, any of you should seem to come short of it. 

For unto us was the gospel preached, as well as unto them: but the word 

preached did not profit them, not being mixed with faith in them that heard it. 

For we which have believed do enter into rest, as he said, as I have sworn in my 

wrath, if they shall enter into my rest: although the works were finished from the 

foundation of the world. For he spoke in a certain place of the seventh day on 

this wise, And God did rest the seventh day from all his works. And in this place 

again, If they shall enter into my rest. Seeing therefore it remaineth that some 

must enter therein, and they to whom it was first preached entered not in 

because of unbelief: Again, he limited a certain day, saying in David, To day, 

after so long a time; as it is said, To day if ye will hear his voice, harden not your 

hearts. For if Jesus135 had given them rest, then would he not afterward have 

spoken of another day. There remains therefore a rest to the people of God.  For 

he that is entered into his rest, he also hath ceased from his own works, as God 

did from his. 

   Let us labor therefore to enter into that rest, lest any man fall after the 

same example of unbelief.136 




 

The Writer to the Hebrews approaches the Sabbath rest in a profoundly insightful way. 

The passage above references both of the historical precedents cited in the fourth 

commandment: God resting on the seventh day of creation (4:4) and Israel’s departure 

from Egypt (3:16). The rest spoken here is not with regard to a different type of works 

(work for gain vs. work for good) but with regard to a different type of intent. Failure to 
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rest is linked to failure to believe. (3:18). To observe the Sabbath is to believe what God 

has promised and to enter into those promises by faith. This is what Israel failed to do at 

Kedesh-Barnea when ten of the twelve spies sent in to spy out the Promised Land 

brought an evil report that discouraged the people from entering into the land on the 

basis of faith. These spies would have the people ‘walk by sight and not by faith’.137  

Israel failed to enter into the land of promise through unbelief. (3:19) Yet it was in the 

Promised Land where they might have “rested” from all the labor of their wanderings.  

 

To rest is to believe God’s word and to act upon that belief (i.e. in obedience to the work 

that God has desired the believer to do).138 Such belief is also the basis for imputed 

righteousness.139 

 

Looked at in this light, the motivation or intent of the ‘good works’ of the religious 

leaders of the day was to obtain to righteousness unique to themselves and the product 

of their own activity. It was self righteousness, works without faith, dead works of the 

law.  

 

Jesus’ good works were wholly the product of His faith in His Father’s leading. They 

were completely different. On the Sabbath the religious leaders never rested from doing 

their own self-righteous works, whereas Jesus continually rested in all He did upon his 

Father in Heaven. On the heart level, the difference was like night and day. For the 

believer, the Sabbath rest really addresses ceasing from our own works of self 

righteousness, as God ceased from His creative works in His rest. What then remains? 

To continue in that obedience of faith which works by love,140 the love that underlies all 

the commandments. 

 

Which day is the Sabbath? 

 

I would be remiss if I did not at least mention this legal bug-bear of a question. There 

are those who maintain that the history of the world is marked by an unbroken 

succession of Sabbath days from the creation of the world. The fact that this obsession 
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with a particular day is often attended by self righteous legalism in other areas should 

warn the astute believer of the inherent dangers of such a view. Let Robinson Caruso 

obsess about what day is the Sabbath on his desert Island and memorialize his 

obsession by naming his friend and helper “Friday”141.   

Very early, Christians recognized another rest associated with creation, that of our Lord 

Jesus resting in the tomb after suffering on the cross as a labor of love when He created 

a new spiritual body: the church. For them the first day of the week, when He rose from 

the dead, was a much more meaningful day than the old day observed by the Jews. So it 

was decided to hold the first day of the week Holy as a new Sabbath. The advantage of 

such a consensus lies in the ability for diverse believers to have one day in common to 

express their unity, and to spend in corporate attendance upon God whom they serve. 

But remembering the fact that the Sabbath really marks the transition of one seamless 

cycle of time to the next, there seems little point for seeking some inherent value in a 

particular day to justify that day as the Sabbath. Let each respect his conscience in such 

matters.142 
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The Fifth Commandment 

 

Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long upon the land 

which the LORD thy God gives thee. 

         Exodus 20:12 

 

Honor thy father and thy mother, as the LORD thy God hath commanded thee; 

that thy days may be prolonged, and that it may go well with thee, in the land 

which the LORD thy God gives thee. 

          Deuteronomy 5:16 






There is unity and structure in the ordering of the Ten Commandments.  This 

commandment forms a bridge between the first four, which have to do with our 

relationship to God, and the other five which have to do with our relationship to 

people. It does so by introducing us to what is the first and potentially the most 

important and enduring of human relationships, that with our parents.  

 

This commandment presents at least three areas for our consideration. What does it 

mean to parent? How do we “honor” our parents? What are the real consequences for 

keeping this commandment? 

 

What does it mean to parent? 

 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD: And thou shalt love the LORD 

thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might. And 

these words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thine heart: And thou 

shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou 

sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest 

down, and when thou risest up. 143 






Parents are singled out here because of their role in educating their children in the 

meaning of these commandments. It is they who will to a great extent influence their 

children’s behavior as adults. What is enjoined here on children (to honor your parents) 

is that which is essential to successful learning. 

                                                 
143

 Deuteronomy 6:4-7 



 56 

What is the goal of good parenting? As we pointed out above, these commandments are 

given to provide a basis for healthy relationships with God and people. Good parenting 

involves teaching children the fine art of the constructing and maintaining good 

relationships with the parents, with God, and with one’s fellow humans. Independence 

and interdependence are two related concepts essential for understanding what good 

relationships are and how they work. 

 

Independence and Interdependence 

 
 Then I returned, and I saw vanity under the sun. There is one alone, and there is 

not a second; yea, he hath neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of all his 

labor; neither is his eye satisfied with riches; neither saith he, for whom do I 

labor, and bereave my soul of good? This is also vanity, yea, it is a sore travail. 

Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labor.  For if 

they fall, the one will lift up his fellow: but woe to him that is alone when he 

falleth; for he hath not another to help him up. Again, if two lie together, then 

they have heat: but how can one be warm alone? And if one prevails against him, 

two shall withstand him; and a threefold cord is not quickly broken.144 

 

Can two walk together, except they be agreed?145 

 

Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ. For if a man think 

himself to be something, when he is nothing, he deceives himself, but let every 

man prove his own work, and then shall he have rejoicing in himself alone, and 

not in another. For every man shall bear his own burden.146 






One of the great paradigms of scripture is that life is a journey or pilgrimage. In ancient 

times travel could be dangerous. There was definitely safety in numbers. If anyone was 

going somewhere, they sought the protection of numbers, whether in a caravan or with 

fellow pilgrims. Like these journeys of old, life requires the help of others in many of 

our endeavors.  

 

While the idea of a ‘rugged individualist’ is part of the American ethos, it is important 

to realize that God, alone, is truly independent. He needs no one and nothing beside 

Himself.  Even such notable examples as mountain men and western cowboys were not 
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wholly independent of their fellow man, just less dependant in a day to day manner. 

The American Ethos has idealized their independence to stress individual 

responsibility. Teaching children to take responsibility for themselves is one of the 

primary goals of good parenting. 

 

When asked what the commandment for parents was, a little girl replied “To honor 

your mother and father.” When asked if there was any commandment for her siblings 

she replied: “Thou shalt not kill.” A corollary goal of good parenting is teaching 

children how to get along with one another and so eventually to get along with others 

in general. We get along with others because we need their help every day, just as they 

need ours. The tuition of the college students pays the salaries of the professors who 

instruct them, at least in part.  

 

The admonition that “every man shall bear his own burden” is balanced by the 

antithetical admonition to “bear one another's burdens.” Life consists in making 

constant decisions about when to take responsibility for our own actions and problems 

and when to ask for help. Successful relationships depend on how we make such 

choices. Sometimes we get them right. Sometimes we get them wrong.  

 

Co-dependence 

 

When both parties in a relationship get the decision whether to ask for help or not 

wrong consistently, the relationship does not swing back and forth between responsible 

action and loving help, but settles into a constant state of (what today is called) “co-

dependency”.  The alcoholic husband who refuses to acknowledge that he has an 

addictive problem (i.e. does not take responsibility for himself), enlists his wife to help 

cover up with his boss for his Monday morning hangover by saying he is sick with a 

cold (i.e. he asks for her help to cover up). His choice of independence/interdependence 

is the reverse of what it should be. How much better it would be if he had 

acknowledged his problem, taking responsibility for his addiction and asked for his 

wife’s help in overcoming it!   

 

But the wife is just as involved in the wrong choice. In agreeing to cover up she has 

‘enabled’ the problem to continue and propagate. In such a dysfunctional relationship, 

control of one party by the other is often essential. Exploitation of emotional or financial 

vulnerability, manipulation, and even emotional or physical abuse may be used by one 

party to ensure the other party complies so that the relationship can continue on its 

dysfunctional way. Now consider the plight of children born to such parents. With such 

parents, children learn not healthy relational skills, but are constrained by familial 

dysfunctionality to learn ‘sick’ coping skills that will make them attractive enablers for 
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individuals having a similar problem as their addicted father. And the cycle of 

dysfunctionality will reestablish itself unbroken! How are we to honor such parents as 

these? 

 

This simplistic example is not presented to explain the whole of an endemic problem in 

society. That is neither possible nor desirable in this context. This heuristic example is 

given only to raise the reader’s awareness of the fact that all parents are human. They 

all make some kind of mistake in raising their children. Sometimes those mistakes are 

terribly hurtful as in the simple example cited.  

 

But the fact that our parents may fail us does not alter the force of this commandment.  

The command does not say honor your mother and father when they have succeeded 

well in their role. The commandment takes no account as to whether the parent is godly 

or ungodly (though God is certainly aware of this). It is an unconditional command. 

This is so because the nature of the love that underlies all these commandments is 

unconditional.  

 

Secondly, there is no time limit set on when parents should be honored. The 

commandment is unconstrained by reference to a particular time in our life. It does not 

say honor your father and mother while you are a child or a teenager. It certainly means 

that. But it speaks just as well to our adult years. In fact, it seems applicable to the entire 

time of our earthly existence. It is timeless as well as unconditional.  When we realize 

this, it places tremendous importance on the next question: what does it mean to honor 

our mother and father? 

 

What does “Honor your Parents’ Mean? 

 

But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done 

away.  When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought 

as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see 

through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I 

know even as also I am known. And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these 

three; but the greatest of these is charity.147 






Honor, like love, is a concept more easily recognized than defined. It is certainly not 

restricted to parents alone. It permeates our life. How many times in a year do we see 

someone honored with an award from an “Oscar” to a Nobel Peace Prize? Why then 
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does God single out parents for such particular consideration and require that we honor 

them? 

 

Speaking biologically every one has two parents, a mother and a father. We also have 

four grandparents, eight great grandparents, and sixteen great great grandparents. 

Going back ten generations we have 1024 different family names. In that span of time it 

took 2048 different people for us to be born - without exception! God is pleased to use 

human instrumentalities to accomplish His will. To honor one’s parents (the 

instrumentalities of God in bringing us into material being) is to honor God who 

created us through them.  

 

When we are born, we are totally dependant. That dependency is for us longer than just 

about any other being on this planet. The normal baby deer will walk within a few 

moments of birth. For us it will be almost a year. The nursing deer is weaned within a 

few weeks. For us it can be several years before we are off “baby food”. Within a year 

the fawn has become a yearling and potentially able to reproduce after its own kind. For 

us it will be over a decade before we reach puberty. The deer is fully grown within two 

years, for us it takes 16 to 17 years. Some creatures complete their entire life cycle before 

we have even reached our maturity.  

 

During the period of our maturation, we are dependant on someone who will meet our 

many needs. That someone is generally our parents. The nature of our dependency is 

not only physical, but also psychological. We need to be loved. We need to learn to 

think and communicate. We need to learn how to make good decisions. Parenting 

involves governance. 

 

Now when we think about societal governance there are those who rule and those who 

are ruled. This country is ruled by the people, the demos. And the form of governance is 

a demos-ocracy or democracy. Nevertheless decisions have to be made and carried out. 

Laws must be executed. So it comes about that we have a chief executive, the President. 

But he does not always act as the President; he has a term in the office of the President. 

While he is the representative chosen by the people to be in that office, he has powers of 

governance that no one else in the land has. For example, his signature is required on a 

bill proposed by the congress and the senate for the law of the land. Though all of 

congress and the senate pass the legislation, that bill becomes law only when the 

president signs it. If he does not, then Congress and the Senate will have to override his 

refusal. No one else has such remarkable authority. But the day will come when, after 

his term in office has expired, that another person will be selected to fill that same office 

and the outgoing president will cease to have such special authority.  Nevertheless, for 
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the rest of his life he will be referred to as “Mr. President”, as a mark of respect, of 

honor.  

 

Parental governance may be understood similarly. During our minority, our period of 

decreasing dependence and increasing maturity, our parents have powers of 

governance in our lives. We might say they are filling the “office” of parents. When we 

mature, “that which is perfect (personal independence and societal interdependence) is 

come, then that which is in part (dependency) shall be done away.  When we mature, 

we “put away childish things” (the need for someone in the parental office). Simply put 

we don’t “need” our parents in the same way we once did. That does not mean, 

however, that we cease to love and respect them for who they are, and what they have 

done for us. We still honor them as parents.  We just don’t depend on them anymore. 

Nor do they have the same authority to govern our lives.  

 

While some things change, however, others do not. While childish things are “put 

away”, faith, hope, and love abide. That is how God desires our relationship with our 

parents to be. Just as you will always be their child, there is never a time (or 

circumstance) when you are not to honor your parents. The requirement to honor 

parents does not change. How we express honor does. It depends on the stage of life 

that we are in. No two lives are ever the same. But when we look at the cycle of human 

life, certain patterns emerge. Simplification of these patterns into stages of life provides 

a frame of reference to help us as we think about how honor for parents can be 

expressed at different times in life. 

 

Childhood 

 

Childhood is a time of dependence and learning, as mentioned. Obedience is critical to 

learning in this period of parental governance. When we are very young, we honor our 

parents by our obedience. Ideally, such obedience is not to be mindless. In good 

parenting, the parents constantly, if unconsciously, review the child’s ability to make 

sound decisions and slowly expand the range of choice that the child is permitted. They 

should be explaining the reasons behind decisions that are imposed on the child’s 

freedoms. This challenges the child to give the weight of thought to their parents’ 

words.   

 

The word translated honor, dbk (prononced kaw-bad'), comes from a primitive root 

meaning to be heavy. In a bad sense it means burdensome, severe or dull. (What child 

has not thought of their parents in this way at some time? Yet even here we honor them 

when we ‘bear with them’). But in a good sense it also means to cause to make weighty 
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or important. In short “to honor” describes the relationship that gives real weight to the 

words, the values, the judgments, the wisdom, and the governance of our parents. 

When we try to understand why, in a given circumstance, we were asked to do 

something different than we want to, we honor our parents. Within bounds, the 

question: “Why mommy?” or “Why daddy?” is really an important step, inviting 

parents to participate in the child’s ‘teachable moment’. 

 

“It’s time to leave the amusement park and go home.” 

“Why mommy, I’m having such a good time?” 

“But you have to get up to go to school tomorrow!” 

“I don’t want to go home! I don’t want to go home! I don’t want to go home!!” 

 

Amusement parks can be places of great pain as well as great pleasure. Children are 

wont to rejoice on entry and cry on departure. But they can also be places of great 

learning if we ever stop to think about deferment of short term pleasure for long term 

gain. 

 

It is during childhood, that we learn behavior patterns, work habits, and values by 

observation of parental role models and by reflecting on parental reasoning. Some 

authorities maintain that most of the underlying patterns of adult behavior are learned 

before the age of two. 

 

Young Adult / Married Couple 

 

With increasing independence and eventual adulthood, the office of parent ceases to be 

necessary. Even here giving “weight” to our parents’ words and opinions is an 

important way of honoring them. While we may decide not to live our lives the way our 

parents would have us to, we should consider the wealth of human experience that they 

have, and from which we can benefit. They may not be our governors, but they 

certainly can ‘coach’ us when it comes to successful living.  

For those who marry, the scriptural admonition to leave mother and father and cleave 

to your mate becomes critically important.148 Parental interference in marriages is one 

potential cause of marital failure. It is during this stage and the next (parenting) when 

our consideration of parental values and patterns of living becomes critical.  Referring 

back to the dysfunctional home life mentioned above, this is the stage when parental 

“baggage” is analyzed and abandoned for more productive modes of relating. For those 

from dysfunctional homes, parents are to be honored in the breach. In short, we honor 
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parents when we are truly obedient to our heavenly Father. In this stage of 

independence we have our chance to break the vicious and destructive cycle of co-

dependence. The path to such healing involves a real increase of awareness of what 

went on when we were children. Here, as in the case of good parents, the words of 

dysfunctional parents need to be given a great weight of thought. But in this later case, 

thought becomes the basis of rejection in favor of obedience to the word of God. 

 

Parenthood 

 

If we enter into parenthood, the process of coaching and evaluation of parental methods 

must go hand in hand. The tendency for people is to follow on familiar ground. That 

approach for adult children of dysfunctional families will only allow the cycle to 

propagate to the next generation. This is the time when relationally destructive cycles 

need to be understood and broken. I cannot tell how many hours Dianne and I 

discussed our parents role when our children were very young. What we were able to 

identify as unacceptable and wrong in our upbringing, we steadfastly determined not 

to do with our children. I am sure that we did not get it absolutely correct, but we 

certainly tried. And we are still trying, which is what lies behind this paper directed to 

young students just emerging into full independence. Simply put, we honor our parents 

at this stage of life (and all stages) when we live by God’s grace according to God’s 

commands, and try to help others to do so as well.   

 

As parents, we also honor our parents by including them in the role of parenting our 

children as grandparents. While we cannot at this stage in life suffer their dysfunctional 

patterns of co-dependency to be imposed on their grandchildren, their life experience 

and wisdom can be a great help to our children, and to us. The demands of daily life for 

young parents today can be allowed to unconsciously rob small children of much 

needed time with parents. The historic witness of grandparents to both their children 

and grandchildren is that parenting takes time and that we must take the time because 

the job of a parent is the most important one of all. 

 

Regardless of which of these two stages we are in, as we look back at our parents’ 

failures (whether we are an adult, a spouse or a parent ourselves) we honor them by 

forgiving them. We honor them by praying for them. Many an unbelieving parent on 

the way to a lost eternity has been converted by the loving prayers and consistent 

witness of their children. 

 

Aged Parents 
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Children grow up and parents grow old. As the end of life approaches, natural strength 

abates. Life long mates upon whom one parent depended may be lost. Women become 

widows and men widowers. Some needs abate, but most do not. And new needs arise 

with the changes of old age, at the very time that natural strengths and abilities decline 

or are lost. In short, parents, once the pillar of their children’s strength, become 

vulnerable once again. At this stage, we honor our parents by giving back to them the 

help they need. For cases where the relationship with a parent has been greatly strained 

over the years, this can be a time of great rapprochement and healing. Sometimes these 

stages of life overlap, as they did for Dianne and I.   Dianne’s father died suddenly, and 

her mother was left alone with great difficulty coping. So grandma came to live with us 

and our children. Not everyone can do this, but every child has the responsibility to 

honor aged parents by trying in some means to relieve their distress. It was not an easy 

adjustment, but Dianne and I resolved that grandma would be taken care of with all the 

respect for her person that we were capable of showing.  

 

Death of Parents 

 

Even in death, we are still our parents’ children. In this stage, as in all stages, we honor 

them by honoring God who gave us to them. All that we do well reflects honorably on 

our parents. In a sense that is how all honor works. People are honored for past 

accomplishments, where those accomplishments have done much good. If (by God’s 

grace) we live our lives according to God’s commandments, we do well and our parents 

are honored in us as their accomplishment. 

 

Consequences for honoring parents 

 

Children, obey your parents in the Lord: for this is right. Honor thy father and 

mother; (which is the first commandment with promise) that it may be well with 

thee, and thou mayest live long on the earth.149 






Even as he enjoins it on us (“Children, obey your parents in the Lord: for this is right.”), 

the Apostle Paul reminds us that this is the first commandment that attaches a promise 

to its fulfillment. That command is slightly different in the first account in Exodus and 

the redaction in Deuteronomy. While the commandment given in Exodus promises 

“that thy days may be long upon the land which the LORD thy God gives thee”, 

Deuteronomy adds “that it may go well with thee, in the land which the LORD thy God 

gives thee.” So then the promised blessing seems to be two fold: length of years and 

                                                 
149

 Ephesians 6:1-3 



 64 

prosperity in the land of promise. But does this promise apply to us today and if so, 

how? 

 

God does not change, but He may deal differently with different people in different 

times according to His purposes. So for Israel, the promises were largely physical 

centering in the “land which the LORD thy God gives thee.”  That the commandment 

has applicability to us today, the Apostle leaves no doubt when he quotes it in the 

context given above. But the promise for the believer is: “that it may be well with thee, 

and thou mayest live long on the earth”.   So here we see a similar twofold promise: 

long life and living well.  

 

Living well 

 

And the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his 

nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul. 150 






Before we can say what it is to live well, we must consider what it means to live at all. 

For most people, living is being possessed of a certain animal force that motivates all 

“living” things. But the Bible has a much more penetrating view. It is God who has 

given life. To live, therefore, is to be properly related to God.  To be separated from God 

is to die. It follows then, that to live well is to be well related to God primarily and well 

related to human kind secondarily. But to develop that ability is precisely the goal of 

good parenting and the purpose of the Ten Commandments. As we have shown, we 

honor our parents when we develop this ability by God’s grace. Healthy relationships 

are characterized by the grace of God that enables us to live to a great degree according 

to the commandments of God. Not as though we seek to obey God’s commands to 

obtain righteousness. That would be grievous indeed, for failure would mean death.  

Rather we keep these commands as a result of being declared righteous by God’s grace 

through faith in God’s Son Jesus.151 To live with strong and healthy relationships is to 

live well.  

 

Living long 

 

                                                 
150

 Genesis 2:7 
151

 1John 5:1-5  Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ is born of God: and every one that loveth him that begat 

loveth him also that is begotten of him.  By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God, and 

keep his commandments. For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments: and his commandments are 

not grievous. For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world: and this is the victory that overcometh the 

world, even our faith.
 5
 Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God? 
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These words spoke Jesus, and lifted up his eyes to heaven, and said, Father, the 

hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee: As thou hast 

given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to as many as thou 

hast given him. And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent.152 

 

But as touching the resurrection of the dead, have ye not read that which was 

spoken unto you by God, saying, I am the God of Abraham, and the God of 

Isaac, and the God of Jacob? God is not the God of the dead, but of the living.153 






What it means to live a long life also follows from a Biblical understanding of life. Jesus 

died relatively young, yet He is the paragon of honoring His mother and father. There 

have been many godly people who have died with fewer years than evil men. Does this 

mean the promise is of no effect? Certainly not!  The problem arises because we tend to 

see life as existing strictly on the material plane of human observation. But as we have 

said to live is to be properly related to God.  And God, who is a spirit, is not visible on 

such a plane. When people are rightly related to God through His Son, they have the 

longest life possible – eternal life. But what does that mean? The term eternal strictly 

means without beginning or end. Such a description can only be applied to God, 

Himself. Therefore life eternal is really the life of God. To have eternal life is to have 

God’s uncreated, eternally existing life. And that makes all the difference in length of 

years! 

 

Perhaps an example from skiing will help make this clear. Think of life as climbing up a 

snowy mountain with your skis on. It is really hard going. Besides the effort to climb 

with your skis on, a thick fog is beginning to settle in at the peak and no one can 

continue the ascent past the fog because they cannot see to do so. Some others have 

gone before you and are now out of sight in the fog at the peak.  You want to reach 

them but can not. Suddenly you see a tow rope to one side. It is continuously operating!  

Quickly you lay hold of it and away you go! No need for exertion and no need for 

visibility. The rope is powered by a powerful engine at the base of the hill and is 

securely linked to the top along a very well laid out track that happens to be invisible 

just now because of the fog. But you do not worry. In a split second you disappear into 

the fog. Some one seeing you ascent into the fog but not seeing the rope to which you 

cling might be tempted to say, “Oh they have gone into the fog and stopped climbing 

the mountain!” They would be both right and wrong. Yes you had stopped climbing the 
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mountain in your own abilities, but you are still climbing the mountain by means of the 

tow rope, even though others cannot see your progress. To know God is to lay hold of 

His eternal life through the good offices of His Son Jesus Christ. To lay hold of eternal 

life is to live even though we are no longer visible to others on the material plane.    

Jesus 

 

Jesus shares our humanity without ceasing to be God’s eternal Son. This is a great 

mystery154 that defies reason but which faith can and should lay hold of securely. As 

perfectly human he experiences all the stages of human growth: infancy, childhood, 

adolescence, manhood, and even death (though not in old age). Jesus also honors His 

earthly mother and father in a perfect way. There are a few passages in the Gospels that 

recount Jesus’ experience with his parents or a parent at different stages in His life. 

When we look at these we gain an understanding of how the expression of honor for a 

parent will change with the time of life. I have selected four passages from different 

periods in Jesus’ life for consideration: 

 

Adolescence: Independence and Submission 

 
Now his parents went to Jerusalem every year at the feast of the Passover. And 

when he was twelve years old, they went up to Jerusalem after the custom of the 

feast. And when they had fulfilled the days, as they returned, the child Jesus 

tarried behind in Jerusalem; and Joseph and his mother knew not of it. But they, 

supposing him to have been in the company, went a day's journey; and they 

sought him among their kinsfolk and acquaintance. And when they found him 

not, they turned back again to Jerusalem, seeking him. And it came to pass, that 

after three days they found him in the temple, sitting in the midst of the doctors, 

both hearing them, and asking them questions. And all that heard him were 

astonished at his understanding and answers. And when they saw him, they 

were amazed: and his mother said unto him, Son, why hast thou thus dealt with 

us? Behold, thy father and I have sought thee sorrowing. And he said unto them, 

how is it that ye sought me? Wist ye not that I must be about my Father's 

business? And they understood not the saying which he spoke unto them. And 

he went down with them, and came to Nazareth, and was subject unto them: but 

his mother kept all these sayings in her heart. And Jesus increased in wisdom 

and stature, and in favor with God and man. 155 




                                                 
154
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In this remarkable account, Jesus demonstrates a degree of responsible independence 

that every parent of a teen understands from the inside out. Mary and Joseph, through 

their own dereliction of parental duty,156 suffered the grief of separation and fear for 

their son’s safety. When Mary found Jesus, she laid a ‘guilt trip’ on her son. Telling him 

of their grief and fear, she asks in effect ‘don’t you care how you make us feel?’ 

  

Jesus gives a remarkable answer. He answers her question with a question: “How is it 

ye sought me?”  He does not respond defensively but directs her attention back to the 

real issue in hand: Mary’s personal dereliction of parental duty in assuming that Jesus 

was with them and not verifying that this was so. They were in the temple and they had 

the responsibility to see that their son went home with them. They wandered away 

from him.  

 

Jesus then goes on to say that “I must be about my Father's business.” In responding to 

the leading of his Heavenly Father, he must begin to act independently of his earthly 

parents. And they should have known this. He prefaces his declaration of independence 

with “Wist ye not” as if to say ‘Have you forgotten who I AM? Don’t you understand 

that I must do the will of Him that sent me?’ 

 

Humanly speaking this is about the time when children do begin to express their 

independence. Depending on their awareness of human development and their level of 

security, parents will see such independence in a positive way and carefully evaluate 

whether the growing child has wisdom sufficient to properly evaluate consequences for 

alternate courses of actions they may take. It is usually a difficult evaluation. Lacking 

awareness of and security in their parental role, some parents will see all such attempts 

at independent action as “rebellion” and sin. What King George saw as the rebellion of 

American colonies, we today see as a war for independence.  It is important to realize is 

that acting independently of parental governance (when you are ready for it) is not 

dishonoring to parents.  

 

The passage concludes, however, with the declaration that Jesus “went down with 

them, and came to Nazareth, and was subject unto them.” Independent actions are not 

to be confused with a rebellious spirit! Individual independent actions (choosing your 

own wardrobe, driving a car, having a part time job, advanced education, etc.) usually 

precede true economic and volitional independence that ends the period of submission 

to parental authority. But after independence is achieved, we are still admonished to 
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honor our parents by the way we live. To honor one’s parents is a life long duty. It takes 

different forms depending on the stage of life we are in, but even the death of our 

parents does not end our responsibility to honor them.  
 

Maturity: Independence and Relationship 

 

While he yet talked to the people, behold, his mother and his brethren stood 

without, desiring to speak with him. Then one said unto him, Behold, thy mother 

and thy brethren stand without, desiring to speak with thee. But he answered 

and said unto him that told him, who is my mother? And who are my brethren? 

And he stretched forth his hand toward his disciples, and said, Behold my 

mother and my brethren! For whosoever shall do the will of my Father which is 

in heaven, the same is my brother, and sister, and mother. 157 






Was Jesus denying his own mother? Certainly not!  But he does ask an important 

question. Some twenty years have passed since the events in the temple. Jesus is now 

fully mature, humanly speaking. In answering the question as he does, he puts Mary 

and his brethren on notice that henceforth he must make His decisions on his own and 

free from parental interference. Mary, who will ever be honored as His earthly mother, 

has ceased to hold the office of mother. The question also has another aspect, reflected 

in his answer to his rhetorical question. “Whosoever shall do the will of my Father 

which is in heaven, the same is my brother, and sister, and mother.” This saying 

underscores what honoring a parent really means at this stage of maturity, to be 

obedient to God the Father. The fact that he emphasizes obedience (“do the will of my 

Father”) also points us to the important realization that while with human parents we 

out grow our dependency, with God this is never the case. The proper expression of our 

complete dependency upon God is voiced by our unending obedience. 

 

Maturity: Obedience and Honor to God His Father 

 
Jesus said unto them, My meat is to do the will of him that sent me, and to finish 

his work. 158 

 

These words spake Jesus, and lifted up his eyes to heaven, and said, Father, the 

hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son also may glorify thee: As thou hast 

given him power over all flesh, that he should give eternal life to as many as thou 
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hast given him. And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent. I have glorified thee on the earth: I 

have finished the work which thou gavest me to do.159 






As noted above, the proper expression of our complete dependency upon God is voiced 

by our unending obedience. But this passage also presents another aspect of honoring 

God. In the specific case above Jesus was asking to be glorified by His Father by being 

entrusted with the cross-work of salvation. God the Father did glorify His Son by giving 

Him the work of salvation to do which no one else ever could do. Jesus is uniquely 

suited and enabled to do the greatest work that could ever be conceived of: saving a lost 

humanity. He glorifies God the Father by doing it. While we will never have such an 

unfathomably great work committed to us, nevertheless God our Father does honor us 

by entrusting some course of action into our hands. We then honor Him by completing 

it satisfactorily. 

 

Honoring Parents at the End of Life 

 

Now there stood by the cross of Jesus his mother, and his mother's sister, Mary 

the wife of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus therefore saw his 

mother, and the disciple standing by, whom he loved, he saith unto his mother, 

Woman, behold thy son! Then saith he to the disciple, Behold thy mother! And 

from that hour that disciple took her unto his own home. After this, Jesus 

knowing that all things were now accomplished, that the scripture might be 

fulfilled, saith, I thirst. Now there was set a vessel full of vinegar: and they filled 

a sponge with vinegar, and put it upon hyssop, and put it to his mouth. When 

Jesus therefore had received the vinegar, he said, It is finished: and he bowed his 

head, and gave up the ghost.160 






Amid the great work of saving a whole people, this little exchange sometimes goes 

unnoticed. Yet honoring his blessed and grieving mother was also part of the work that 

His Heavenly Father gave him to do and in so doing it, he gave honor and glory not 

only to Mary but to God the Father Himself. It is poignant to note, however, that 

although He did all else alone, for this last act of kindness in honoring His earthly 

mother, He needed the help of His disciple John.  He glorified John by giving him this 

last act of mercy, which doubtless became an unspeakable blessing. How we could wish 
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to be so favored to be a worker together161 with Him at such a time. Yet that is exactly 

what He has given to each one of us: to honor our mother and father. And “inasmuch as 

ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.”162 
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The Sixth Commandment 

 

Thou shalt not kill. 

   Exodus 20:13, Deuteronomy 5:17 




 

The statement: “Thou shalt not kill” is a simple statement in English. Yet the four words 

of this commandment have raised heated and prolonged debate as to their meaning for 

a very long time. Though simply stated, the problem in understanding that it raises is 

not simple or it would have been solved to the satisfaction of all and debate ended. Why 

is this? Clearly the commandment has to do with the subject of death. Let us begin 

there. 

 

Death 

 

… The earnest expectation of the creature waits for the manifestation of the sons 

of God. For the creature {or creation} was made subject to vanity, not willingly, 

but by reason of him who hath subjected the same in hope, because the creature 

itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious 

liberty of the children of God.163 




 

The entire existence of the natural world is marked by that impermanence that we call 

death. People die. Pets and animals die. Trees and plants die. Movements and 

organizations die. Nations and civilizations die. Worlds and stars die. Death marks all 

of nature. The scripture cited above presents this universal experience of death in an 

eschatological dimension revealing that it is a state of enforced “vanity” which is the 

precursor to a glorious event in God’s great economy. That event is called a deliverance 

“from the bondage of corruption” of death to “the glorious liberty of the children of 

God.” But, we may ask, why didn’t God create everything with that glorious freedom 

from the start? Apparently it was His intention since the words “not willingly” seem to 

reflect God’s original desire as manifest in creation. Scripture tells us that God was 

unwilling for creation to be subject to such bondage.164 If this is so, what was it that ran 

counter to His intentions in creation? What was God’s unwillingness linked to? Why 

did God, in effect, against His will, create death? 
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Death the result of sin 

 

And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, of every tree of the garden 

thou may freely eat. But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt 

not eat of it: for in the day that thou eat thereof thou shalt surely die.165 

 

Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is 

mine: the soul that sins, it shall die.166 




 

The simple answer to the searching questions above is that God did not create death, 

nor did He intend for it to mark His creation. Death is the consequence of sin. 167  

 

Death linked to Salvation 

 

Behold, I show you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, 

in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall 

sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. For 

this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on 

immortality. So when this corruptible shall have put on incorruption, and this 

mortal shall have put on immortality, then shall be brought to pass the saying 

that is written, Death is swallowed up in victory. O death, where is thy sting? O 

grave {or hell}, where is thy victory? The sting of death is sin; and the strength of 

sin is the law. But thanks be to God, which gives us the victory through our Lord 

Jesus Christ.168 




 

If death is the consequence of sin, then it is also inextricably linked to salvation. Death is 

one of the things that we are saved from.  In this light, the resurrection from the dead is 

the reversal by the hand of God of what appears to us to be a completely unavoidable 

and irreversible process. The resurrection is God’s answer to death and is the ultimate 
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expression of the love of God.169 And it is this same love that underlies the second half 

of the Ten Commandments.170 But if God did not create death, what is death exactly?  

 

Death as separation: The common experience of death, whether of a plant or pet or 

person is that those processes that we associate with living things like movement or 

speech or change like growth or aging cease. Secondly new processes that the Bible calls 

corruption begin. Dead bodies develop a foul odor and begin to decay. They become 

hosts for less desirable life forms that we call disease. The proper disposal of dead 

bodies becomes a health issue as well as an emotional one since such death involves the 

loss of a life that we are attached to. But death may also be looked at as a separation. 

With death, relationships we have had with the deceased cease. We feel separated from 

one whom we love. Further we ask ourselves what was it about this person or pet that 

made them who they were. We realize dimly that the real person that we were dealing 

with was merely ‘housed’ in the dead body lying before us, that there has been a 

separation of the unseen and immaterial part of them that was their real persona from 

the material part of them: the body before us. Thus we begin to see death as an event of 

separation. For the Bible, death is seen as separation from God who is Life. 

 

Causes of separation: While the root cause of separation from God and men (death) is 

sin, the instrumentality of death is varied. Generally it involves natural causes like 

aging and disease or it results from violent action by another being human or animal. In 

the cases of death induced by human means, the language describing the event is 

complex and varied. We have many nuanced words for the act of killing. To commit 

genocide, to murder, to slay, to execute, to assassinate, to slaughter, to commit suicide, 

euthanasia, manslaughter, accidental death, sacrifice, abortion, killing in self defense, 

and killing as an act of war are a few. The Hebrew word used in the sixth 

commandment is xur {pronounced raw-tsakh'} meaning to dash in pieces or to kill.  

 

But the very richness of terms surrounding the act of taking a life by violent means 

creates a problem for our understanding. With which of our many English words are 

we to associate xur, the word used in the sixth commandment? Surely “to kill” 

comprehends all of the many words mentioned above. But does that mean that all 

forms of taking a life that we describe by our many words are prohibited by this 

commandment? Is execution the same as murder? In one sense it is, but we do see 

differences. Is weeding my garden (killing plants) the same as shooting my neighbor in 

                                                 
169

 John 3:16 For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him 

should not perish, but have everlasting life. 
170

 Romans 13:9 For this, Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not kill, Thou shalt not steal, Thou shalt not 

bear false witness, Thou shalt not covet; and if there be any other commandment, it is briefly comprehended in this 

saying, namely, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. 



 74 

anger? Is cutting down a tree with a saw the same as cutting down a person with a 

sword? 

 

xur  As Used in the Bible 

 
Numbers 35:1 ¶ And the LORD spake unto 

Moses in the plains of Moab by Jordan near 

Jericho, saying, 

 2 Command the children of Israel, that they give 

unto the Levites of the inheritance of their 

possession cities to dwell in; and ye shall give 

also unto the Levites suburbs for the cities round 

about them. 

 3 And the cities shall they have to dwell in; and 

the suburbs of them shall be for their cattle, and 

for their goods, and for all their beasts. 

 4 And the suburbs of the cities, which ye shall 

give unto the Levites, shall reach from the wall 

of the city and outward a thousand cubits round 

about. 

 5 And ye shall measure from without the city on 

the east side two thousand cubits, and on the 

south side two thousand cubits, and on the west 

side two thousand cubits, and on the north side 

two thousand cubits; and the city shall be in the 

midst: this shall be to them the suburbs of the 

cities. 

 6 And among the cities which ye shall give unto 

the Levites there shall be six cities for refuge, 

which ye shall appoint for the manslayer 

<ratsach>, that he may flee thither: and to them 

ye shall add forty and two cities. {to them...: 

Heb. above them ye shall give}  

 7 So all the cities which ye shall give to the 

Levites shall be forty and eight cities: them shall 

ye give with their suburbs. 

 8 And the cities which ye shall give shall be of 

the possession of the children of Israel: from 

them that have many ye shall give many; but 

from them that have few ye shall give few: every 

one shall give of his cities unto the Levites 

according to his inheritance which he inheriteth.  

 9 ¶ And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, 

 10 Speak unto the children of Israel, and say 

unto them, When ye be come over Jordan into 

the land of Canaan; 

 11 Then ye shall appoint you cities to be cities 

of refuge for you; that the slayer <ratsach> may 

flee thither, which killeth [nakah] any person at 

unawares {or by error}.  

 12 And they shall be unto you cities for refuge 

from the avenger; that the manslayer <ratsach> 

die {muwth} not, until he stand before the 

congregation in judgment. 

 13 And of these cities which ye shall give six 

cities shall ye have for refuge. 

 14 Ye shall give three cities on this side Jordan, 

and three cities shall ye give in the land of 

Canaan, which shall be cities of refuge. 

 15 These six cities shall be a refuge, both for the 

children of Israel, and for the stranger, and for 

the sojourner among them: that every one that 

killeth [nakah] any person unawares may flee 

thither. 

 16 And if he smite [nakah] him with an 

instrument of iron, so that he die, he is a 

murderer <ratsach> : the murderer <ratsach> 

shall surely be put to death. {muwth} 

 17 And if he smite [nakah] him with throwing a 

stone {Heb. with a stone of the hand}, wherewith 

he may die {muwth}, and he die {muwth}, he is 

a murderer <ratsach>: the murderer <ratsach> 

shall surely be put to death {muwth}.  

 18 Or if he smite [nakah] him with an hand 

weapon of wood, wherewith he may die, and he 

die, he is a murderer <ratsach>: the murderer 

<ratsach> shall surely {muwth} be put to death 

{muwth}. 

 19 The revenger of blood himself shall slay the 

murderer <ratsach>: when he meeteth him, he 

shall slay {muwth} him. 

 20 But if he thrust him of hatred, or hurl at him 

by lying of wait, that he die {muwth}; 

 21 Or in enmity smite [nakah] him with his 

hand, that he die {muwth}: he that smote [nakah] 

him shall surely {muwth} be put to death 

{muwth}; for he is a murderer <ratsach>: the 

revenger of blood shall slay {muwth} the 

murderer <ratsach>, when he meeteth him. 

 22 But if he thrust him suddenly without enmity, 

or have cast upon him any thing without lying of 

wait, 

 23 Or with any stone, wherewith a man may die 

{muwth}, seeing him not, and cast it upon him, 

that he die {muwth}, and was not his enemy, 

neither sought his harm: 

 24 Then the congregation shall judge between 

the slayer [nakah] and the revenger of blood 

according to these judgments: 

 25 And the congregation shall deliver the slayer 

<ratsach> out of the hand of the revenger of 

blood, and the congregation shall restore him to 

the city of his refuge, whither he was fled: and he 
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shall abide in it unto the death of the high priest, 

which was anointed with the holy oil. 

 26 But if the slayer <ratsach> shall at any time 

come without the border of the city of his refuge, 

whither he was fled; 

 27 And the revenger of blood find him without 

the borders of the city of his refuge, and the 

revenger of blood kill <ratsach> the slayer 

<ratsach>; he shall not be guilty of blood: {Heb. 

no blood shall be to him}  

 28 Because he should have remained in the city 

of his refuge until the death of the high priest: 

but after the death of the high priest the slayer 

<ratsach> shall return into the land of his 

possession. 

 29 So these things shall be for a statute of 

judgment unto you throughout your generations 

in all your dwellings. 

 30 Whoso killeth [nakah] any person, the 

murderer <ratsach> shall be put to death 

<ratsach> by the mouth of witnesses: but one 

witness shall not testify against any person to 

cause him to die {muwth}. 

 31 Moreover ye shall take no satisfaction for the 

life of a murderer <ratsach>, which is guilty of 

death  {muwth} {Heb. faulty to die}: but he shall 

be surely {muwth}  put to death {muwth}.  

 32 And ye shall take no satisfaction for him that 

is fled to the city of his refuge, that he should 

come again to dwell in the land, until the death 

of the priest. 

 33 So ye shall not pollute the land wherein ye 

are: for blood it defileth the land: and the land 

cannot be cleansed of the blood that is shed 

therein {Heb. there can be no expiation for the 

land}, but by the blood of him that shed it.  

 34 Defile not therefore the land which ye shall 

inhabit, wherein I dwell: for I the LORD dwell 

among the children of Israel. 

 





 

There are nine different words used in the Hebrew for killing or causing death. They 

are used a total of 1664 times in the O.T. How these words map to the rich array of 

English words relating to the violent taking of life is not an easy translation problem. 

It seems to be a matter of both specific context and translator preference.  There is no 

simple correspondence between these complex word sets, and herein lies the source of 

much of the discussion that surrounds the sixth commandment. Of these words, the 

word translated “kill”, xur, in the sixth commandment occurs only 40 times or about 

2% of the total usage. Half of the O.T. usage of this word also occurs in twenty verses 

in the passage of Numbers 35 above. This passage is associated with the establishment 

of the cities of refuge. Interestingly, two other words associated with the taking of 

human life also occur in the same passage. They are hkn {pronounced naw-kaw}, 

which occurs nine times, and twm {pronounced mooth} which occurs twenty times. So 

while a detailed study of these words and their specific meanings in English is beyond 

the scope of this paper, a review of the passage in Numbers should shed some light on 

how the word is used in the sixth commandment.  

 

The establishment of cities of refuge to which the person who killed another could flea 

for safety from the “avenger of blood” introduces important practical applications for 

the sixth commandment. As these provisions are instituted by God through Moses 

(Numbers 35:1) and the term xur used so frequently, we may take the entire passage 

as a commentary on the sixth commandment.  
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The passage presents us with three modes of causing death, murder, manslaughter, 

and execution or capital punishment. With regard to these three modes of killing, 

there is no linguistic difference, as we have in English, between the terms used for 

manslaughter (vs. 12), for murder (vs. 17), and for execution (vs. 30)171, since all are 

referred to as xur. But the passage takes great care to explain the differences. 

 

Murder, Manslaughter, and Execution 

 

With regard murder and manslaughter, the passage describes the process of 

differentiating between the two.  Three criteria are proposed for the judges of the city 

of refuge: the nature of the instrument that resulted in the untimely death (vs. 16 -18, 

21), the motivation or intention of the perpetrator (vs. 22, 23), and premeditation 

(“lying of wait” vs. 20, 22). The clear intent of the whole passage is to accurately 

differentiate whether the death occurred as an accident (manslaughter) or with malice 

aforethought and even premeditation (murder). Judicially criteria are laid down for 

judging including testimony (vs. 30) and evidence (vs. 16 – 18) and a trial procedure 

with appointed with consequences for each case. For the murderer, punishment is 

execution (vs.18, 30). For the unintentional manslayer the punishment is 

imprisonment in the city of refuge until the death of the high priest (vs. 28).  

With regard to the “avenger of blood”, if the person is found guilty of murder or is 

found to have left his imprisonment before the death of the high priest (26 – 28) he 

will be executed (xur) but no guilt will accrue to the avenger (30). So although 

linguistically there is no difference between the three modes of killing, yet it clear that 

God does set a difference between the action of killing based on the heart condition of 

the one guilty of such an act. But why is there no guilt assigned with taking yet 

another life, that of the murderer? Clearly killing murderers does not bring the 

murdered victim back to life. Nor does vengeance really satisfy the human heart. 

Today the argument raised in support of capital punishment usually has to do with 

societal safety. But this are not the reason cited in this passage. Capital punishment is 

necessary in Israel because of the presence in their midst of God who is holy (vs. 33-

34). Then too there is the older reference to the consequences for the destruction of 

man who is made in the image of God. 172 

 

Heart attitudes and motivational aspects 

 

                                                 
171

 Although in the later case, execution, the word twm (mooth) is used more frequently (vs.17, 18, 19, 21, 30, 31) 
172

 It would seem that holding the executioner guiltless is in accord with the ancient judgment of God in Genesis 

9:5&6 against those who take human life “And surely your blood of your lives will I require; at the hand of every 

beast will I require it, and at the hand of man; at the hand of every man's brother will I require the life of man. 

Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image of God made he man. 
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Because of God’s concern with the motivations of one who has killed (in the passage 

cited), it becomes clear that the sixth commandment, then, addresses more than just 

prohibited actions. It involves heart attitudes like anger, hatred, and vengeance. For 

this reason many translators now translate the commandment “Thou shalt not 

murder” which accurately but greatly restricts the focus. But linguistically such a 

translation represents somewhat of a patch since, as we have seen, the original word 

has far greater connotations. Because heart attitudes and motivations are germane to 

the understanding of the sixth commandment, we must consider topics like of 

character assassination, for example. Surely slander is not murder in a narrow sense, 

but doesn’t the commandment have something to say about behaviors such as this? 

 

The introduction of judgments based on affective states opens a world of 

psychological perspectives on human relations that the sixth commandment speaks 

to. For example, anger is one of the most difficult emotions to govern. Teaching 

children to effectively deal with their anger and not immediately act out of anger 

(sibling rivalry) is a great challenge for parents. The Apostle Paul in quoting Psalm 4:4 

from the Septuagint states: “Be ye angry, and sin not: let not the sun go down upon 

your wrath.” 173 So anger, in and of itself, is not sinful, but not dealing with it quickly 

and effectively gives rise to that which is. Experience teaches us that anger unresolved 

and repressed becomes resentment and vengeance. Resentment will “kill” any 

relationship so that the person that we could have been interacting with fruitfully is 

now little more than “dead” to us. Such relationships can hardly be described by the 

phrase “love thy neighbor”. Here the commandment teaches us that respect for 

persons is not only physical but also psychological. This awareness, in turn, sets the 

stage for respect of persons in terms of contracts (thou shalt not commit adultery); in 

terms of property rights (thou shalt not steal); in terms of reputation (thou shalt not 

bear false witness); and in terms of anything of value to another (thou shalt not covet). 

Without such psychological respect for the individual, the protection afforded by the 

remaining commandments is not possible. Hence this commandment occurs before 

the others mentioned.  

 

Then too there is a positive aspect to the commandment, even though it is stated as a 

negative commandment. We might well ask if this commandment is telling us to deal 

with our anger and resolve differences with our neighbor before they escalate to 

murderous intent, what psychological state are we to strive for in lieu of anger. What 

is to take anger’s place? Clearly the only possible state is to strive always for the good 

of the neighbor, regardless of their response to us. And again this is simply to love our 

neighbor as our self.  

                                                 
173

 Ephesians 4:26 
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The Judgment of God ~ Capital Punishment and War 

 

Is there unrighteousness with God? God forbid. For he says to Moses, I will 

have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I 

will have compassion. … Therefore hath he mercy on whom he will have 

mercy, and whom he will he hardens. Thou wilt say then unto me, why doth he 

yet find fault? For who hath resisted his will? Nay but, O man, who art thou 

that reply against {or, dispute with} God? Shall the thing formed say to him 

that formed it, why hast thou made me thus? Hath not the potter power over 

the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honor, and another unto 

dishonor? What if God, willing to show his wrath, and to make his power 

known, endured with much longsuffering the vessels of wrath fitted to 

destruction that he might make known the riches of his glory on the vessels of 

mercy, which he had afore prepared unto glory, even us, whom he hath called, 

not of the Jews only, but also of the Gentiles?174 




 

The sixth commandment still leaves us with a difficult question: Why does God take 

life (either directly or through human instrumentality175) when He tells us not to kill? 

Or how does not taking other people’s lives bring us closer to the God who does 

kill?176   

 

As the Creator of all, God has the irrefutable right to judge His work. Basically, He 

does whatsoever He pleases when He pleases. But His holiness informs all his 

decisions, so that we say there is no unrighteousness in God. And His Love is 

expressed in all his works so that there is nothing hateful in Him. As we have seen, 

though He has the power to destroy,177 God is not willing that any should perish. So 

we find that man by sinning was found worthy of death in satisfaction of God’s 

                                                 
174

 Romans 9:14b, 15,18-24 
175

 For example:  

Deuteronomy 7:2 And when the LORD thy God shall deliver them before thee; thou shalt smite them, and utterly 

destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor shew mercy unto them.  

Deuteronomy 12:2 Ye shall utterly destroy all the places, wherein the nations which ye shall possess served their 

gods, upon the high mountains, and upon the hills, and under every green tree: {possess: or, inherit}  

Deuteronomy 20:17 But thou shalt utterly destroy them; namely, the Hittites, and the Amorites, the Canaanites, 

and the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites; as the LORD thy God hath commanded thee: 
176

 It is important to note that when we ask these difficult questions it is not with the intent to judge God for that 

would be presumptuous and blasphemous. Rather we ask these things with the intent to know Him better, who to 

know is eternal life. (John 17:3) 
177

 Matthew 10:28 …fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him 

which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell. 
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Holiness, but God still shows mercy. This mercy is both in terms of providing a way 

of salvation and time for repentance178. The key to what happens in judgment lies in 

appropriating God’s offered mercy before His justice is executed. In the case of the 

nations that he ordered the Israelites to slay, or in the case of sinners that he ordered 

them to execute, the time for mercy had gone and their choice of God’s mercy still 

remained “no”.179 So what we see as capital punishment and war are really part of a 

wider circle of the process of God’s gracious offer of salvation being steadily rejected, 

the individuals choosing separation from God, and at length God allowing them the 

consequences of their determined course of action. Judgment may be deferred, but it 

cannot be avoided. This was, in short the entire history of ancient Israel.180 We meet 

amazing manifestation of Grace and Mercy in the person of Jesus, when He is sent to 

pay the price of a salvation that no one ever deserved, but that no one would ever be 

refused. Jesus has judgment committed to him181. But he does not come for judgment 

but rather that men may be saved.182 

 

Jesus 

 

Jesus’ Teaching on the Sixth Commandment 

 

Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come 

to destroy, but to fulfill. For verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, 

one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled. 

Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall 

teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but 

whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called great in the 

kingdom of heaven. For I say unto you, that except your righteousness shall 

exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter 

into the kingdom of heaven.  

Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not kill183; 

and whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of the judgment:  But I say unto 

you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in 

                                                 
178

 2Peter 3:9 ¶ The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but is longsuffering to 

us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance. 
179

 Genesis 15:16 But in the fourth generation they shall come hither again: for the iniquity of the Amorites is not 

yet full. 
180

 Isaiah 30:15 For thus saith the Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel; In returning and rest shall ye be saved; in 

quietness and in confidence shall be your strength: and ye would not. 
181

 John 5:22 For the Father judgeth no man, but hath committed all judgment unto the Son: 
182

 John 12:47 And if any man hear my words, and believe not, I judge him not: for I came not to judge the world, 

but to save the world. 
183

 Of the seven different Greek words that describe the violent taking of a life, in this passage our Lord uses the 

word foneuw (pronounced fon-yoo'-o) which means to be a murderer. 
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danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be 

in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger 

of hell fire.  Therefore if thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there remember 

that thy brother hath ought against thee; Leave there thy gift before the altar, 

and go thy way; first be reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy 

gift. Agree with thine adversary quickly, whiles thou art in the way with him; 

lest at any time the adversary deliver thee to the judge, and the judge deliver 

thee to the officer, and thou be cast into prison. Verily I say unto thee, Thou 

shalt by no means come out thence, till thou hast paid the uttermost farthing.184 




 

This whole section is conditioned first by Jesus’ assertion that he is not come “to 

destroy the law, or the prophets … but to fulfill.” Secondly he emphasizes that much 

of what the people have been taught by the religious leaders of their day was not 

according to the intent of the law as originally given. Elsewhere Jesus accuses the 

religious establishment of “making the word of God of none effect through your 

tradition, which ye have delivered”. 185 Hence, he cautions the people “that except 

your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye 

shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.” And the dialogue follows using 

the construct: “Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time … But I say unto 

you…” He chooses the sixth and seventh commandments as cases in point. We will 

consider each in conjunction with the section of that particular commandment.  

 

Jesus cites both the sixth commandment proper (Thou shalt not kill) and a codicil that 

was not part of the original commandment (Whosoever shall kill shall be in danger of 

the judgment.) It is with this later addition that He takes issue. It is one of those 

“traditions of men” that “make the word of God of no effect”.  Instead of the act of 

willful murder Jesus centers on a three fold assessment of the interior state of a man 

(the heart attitudes and motivations mentioned above) that would lead him to taking 

another life by violence.  

                                                 
184

 Matthew 5:17-26 
185

 Mark 7:5 - 13
 
 Then the Pharisees and scribes asked him, Why walk not thy disciples according to the tradition 

of the elders, but eat bread with unwashen hands? He answered and said unto them, Well hath Esaias prophesied 

of you hypocrites, as it is written, This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me. 
 
Howbeit in 

vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men. For laying aside the commandment 

of God, ye hold the tradition of men, as the washing of pots and cups: and many other such like things ye do. And 

he said unto them, Full well ye reject {or frustrate} the commandment of God, that ye may keep your own 

tradition. For Moses said, Honor thy father and thy mother; and, Whoso curses father or mother, let him die the 

death: But ye say, If a man shall say to his father or mother, It is Corban, that is to say, a gift, by whatsoever thou 

might be profited by me; he shall be free. And ye suffer him no more to do ought for his father or his mother; 

Making the word of God of none effect through your tradition, which ye have delivered: and many such like 

things do ye.
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The states are:  

 

Anger without a just cause 

Anger accompanied by contempt signified by calling someone “Raca” which means a 

vain, empty, worthless fellow, shallow brains, a term of great contempt. 

Anger with a wicked contempt that vilifies (or dehumanizes) someone as a fool: 

Moreh, probably from hrm, marah, to rebel, a rebel against God, an apostate from all 

good. 

 

The “danger” Jesus emphasizes has to do with the legal system of the day. Petulant 

anger put one in danger of “judgment” which referred to the local council of town 

elders that could decide matters of such grievances. Character assassination put one in 

danger of the “council” or Sanhedrin, the council that, until Roman rule, alone could 

decide life and death sentences. But demonizing put one in danger of “Gehenna” or 

the valley of Hinnom where the pollutions of the worship of Molech with child 

sacrifices by the Israel had rendered the valley a fit place only for the dumping of 

refuse that had to be burned continually, preventing the spread of disease: a picture of 

eternal damnation.   

 

The point to note is that Jesus has shifted focus here as elsewhere in the sermon from 

the exterior act to the condition of heart that preceded it. Nor are these states of mind 

to be taken lightly. Vilifying an individual is the very state of mind that precedes 

murder and demonizing the very state of mind that precedes genocide. It is not the act 

that “puts men in danger of judgment”. It is the heart attitude that puts the individual 

in spiritual danger of judgment not of men but of God.186   

 

The amount, then, of this difficult and important verse is this: The Jews 

considered but one crime a violation of the sixth commandment, viz., actual 

murder, or willful, unlawful, taking life. Jesus says that the commandment is 

much broader. It relates not only to the external act, but to the feelings and 

words. … Among the Jews there were three degrees of condemnation: that by 

the "judgment," the "council," and the "fire of Hinnom." Jesus says, likewise, 

there shall be grades of condemnation for the different ways of violating the 

sixth commandment. Not only murder shall be punished by God; but anger, 

and contempt, shall be regarded by him as a violation of the law, and punished 

according to the offence. As these offences were not actually cognizable before 

                                                 
186

 Jeremiah 17:10 I the LORD search the heart, I try the reins, even to give every man according to his ways, and 

according to the fruit of his doings. 
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the Jewish tribunals, he must mean that they will be punished hereafter. And 

all these expressions relate to degrees of punishment, proportionate to crime, in 

the future world--the world of justice and of woe.187 

 

Accordingly Jesus gives practical advice in the implementation of the sixth 

commandment and it has to do with the importance of living at peace with ones 

fellow man.  “If thou bring thy gift to the altar, and there remember that thy brother 

hath ought against thee; Leave there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; first be 

reconciled to thy brother, and then come and offer thy gift.” It is more important to 

God that his children live harmoniously than that they offer Him “gifts” when their 

hearts are not right with one another.  
 

The Pharisees were intent only on the external act in worship. They looked not 

at all to the internal acts of the mind. If a man conformed to the external rites of 

religion, however much envy, and malice, and secret hatred he might have, 

they thought he was doing well. Our Savior taught a different doctrine. It was 

of more consequence to have the heart right, than to perform the outward act. 

If therefore, says he, a man has gone so far as to bring his gift to the very altar, 

and should remember that any one had anything against him, it was his duty 

there to leave his offering, and go and be reconciled. While a difference of this 

nature existed, his offering could not be acceptable. He was not to wait till the 

offended brother should come to him; he was to go and seek him out, and be 

reconciled. So now, the worship of God will not be acceptable, however well 

performed externally, until we are at peace with those that we have injured. 

"To obey is better than sacrifice." He that comes to worship his Maker filled 

with malice, and hatred, and envy, and at war with his brethren, is a 

hypocritical worshipper, and must meet with God's displeasure. God is not 

deceived; and he will not be mocked188  

 

Finally Jesus advises us to achieve peace as soon as possible (agree … quickly whiles 

thou art in the way with him) with those who take offense with us and have a 

tendency toward an adversarial relationship. We are to do this quickly lest the sun 

going down on their wrath make it more difficult to achieve that agreement that will 

allow us to live at peace with them. Relationships left to deteriorate can have the effect 

of putting us in bondage to our hurt feelings and find ourselves “cast into prison”. 

This is a more extensive but similar admonition as that cited from Paul: “let not the 

sun go down on thy wrath.” 

                                                 
187

 Albert Barnes on Matthew 5:22 
188

 Albert Barnes on Matthew 5:23 - 24 



 83 

 

Jesus’ correction of the disciples 

 

And it came to pass, when the time was come that he should be received up, he 

steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem, and sent messengers before his face: 

and they went, and entered into a village of the Samaritans, to make ready for 

him. And they did not receive him, because his face was as though he would go 

to Jerusalem. And when his disciples James and John saw this, they said, Lord, 

wilt thou that we command fire to come down from heaven, and consume 

them, even as Elias did? But he turned, and rebuked them, and said, Ye know 

not what manner of spirit ye are of. For the Son of man is not come to destroy 

men's lives, but to save them. And they went to another village.189 




 

The story here is a simple summary of what has been said and illustrates Jesus’ 

character so well. Rebuffed, Jesus does not grow angry as the disciples. Rejection 

when added to pride produces anger. But Jesus humbled himself and was ever 

obedient to His Father’s will. He had come to save men’s’ lives not to destroy them. 

While these men who rejected Him must experience the judgment of God, that time is 

not yet. This was and still is the day of grace. The issue for us as for the disciples is 

always “what manner of spirit are ye of?” We are not to kill in word or deed or 

thought. We are not to destroy relationships or men, but as much as possible live at 

peace with all men.190 

                                                 
189

 Luke 9:51 - 56 
190

 Romans 12:18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 
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The Seventh Commandment 



 

Thou shalt not commit adultery. 

- Exodus 20:14 

…neither shalt thou commit adultery. 

- Deuteronomy 5:18 




 

The Seventh Commandment and the Other Commandments 
 

A careful reading of the commandments reveals that they are not unrelated to each 

other. Their individual foci speak to human issues that can be viewed in more than 

one way and their sequence speaks to human development in a very profound way.   

Viewed in such a light, they form a well integrated whole that informs us about what 

it means to be truly human as God intended us. By the time we come to the seventh 

command, sufficient ground work has been laid to examine some of these 

interrelations so that individual commands may be better understood. 
 

Parenting and Marriage (5 & 7) 
 

The fifth commandment to honor your parents is really the first guiding 

commandment from infancy. While infants are not capable of conscious obedience, 

their total dependency on parents is a powerfully formative experience. It is from their 

parents that they should first learn what love is, the love that lies at the core of the 

entire Decalogue. Ideally children should see the love of God and of neighbor 

modeled for them by their parents.  
 

Then too, the parents’ marriage is the first model of what marriage should be. The 

family should provide a secure environment in which human sexuality can emerge 

during puberty. Although nothing is said in the seventh commandment about it, the 

sanctity of the monogamous parental relationship should be a safeguard against incest 

and sexual abuse that are very real dangers for other family members when their 

sexuality begins to manifest itself within the context of intimate familial relationships. 
 

When, in the course of human development, the young person decides to marry they 

will leave their insular home and begin the cycle all over again, eventually becoming 

parents themselves. The universal corruption of sin being what it is, the young person 

would be wise to carefully consider their own insular family as well as that of any 

potential mate before they commit to lifelong union with a particular individual. This 
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is not to say that deviations from godly upbringing for either person are primary 

reasons not to marry a particular individual, but newly married couples inevitably 

need to evaluate how they will choose to live as husband and wife and, depending on 

the extent of such insular family deviation from godliness, the marital adjustments 

could be considerable and require much maturity.  The couple must decide 

(consciously or unconsciously) whose role model will they follow, the wife’s family or 

the husband’s. Perhaps they will choose neither. And the sooner this process begins 

consciously the better. Here the task of honoring parents both by emulation and in the 

breach with past dysfunctionality is begun in earnest. For many, marital success will 

depend upon it. 
 

Anger Management and Marriage (6 & 7) 
 

The sixth commandment, which guarantees the safety of the neighbor’s life, really has 

to do with anger as Jesus points out. 191 As mentioned above, teaching children proper 

management of anger is one of the most difficult parental tasks. The protection of 

human life rests on the foundation of respect for other persons. Respect for other 

persons should be a core value of familial structures. Or to put it another way, we 

learn first how to get along in the world of society by learning how to get along in our 

insular family, first our parents and then our siblings. If we learn what it means to be 

in subjection to authority in the family, we will have much less trouble in the wider 

world of humankind. 
 

 Anger usually arises from the inability to impose our own emerging will when 

countered by the will of others. Our parents don’t do what we want them to do, and 

our siblings certainly follow suit. Anger management and the ability to negotiate 

compromise solutions are essential skills both for dealing with our neighbor and our 

future mate. The seventh commandment rests on the same foundation of respect for 

the person that the sixth commandment does. 
 

God and Marriage (1 & 7) 
 

Marriage is the most profoundly intimate relationship of which two people are 

capable. As such it mirrors the profoundly intimate relationship that God purposed 

between individuals and Himself. While the Decalogue presents us with four 

relationships: with God, with neighbor, with parents, and with husband/wife, only the 

relationships with God and of marriage are covenantal. The child does not choose 

                                                 
191

 Matthew 5:22 But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger 

of the judgment  
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either their parents or the society into which they are born.192 Viewed in this light 

marriage is didactic with regards to our covenant relationship with God.  The practice 

of sexual intercourse between husband and wife, while not the whole of marriage 

certainly stands at its center as the most searching expression of profound intimacy, 

trust, and above all love. Such sexual intimacy is parabolic of the profound intimacy, 

trust, and above all love expressed in the act of worship of God. Viewed in this light, 

adultery, forbidden by the seventh commandment, answers to the worship of other 

gods forbidden by the first commandment. The besetting sin of Israel was the worship 

of other gods. There are numerous references to God’s displeasure with to such 

idolatry193 but they are couched in the language of a jealous husband whose wife has 

committed adultery. 
 

Developing Sexuality and Marriage (2 & 7) 
 

Marriage is the formal covenantal framework within which normal human sexuality 

was meant to find expression. While the reproductive activities of lesser creatures 

(birds, animals, fish, etc.) may involve primarily the biological functioning of the 

reproductive system triggered by certain hormonal and or sensory stimuli, human 

sexuality involves much more. Human sexuality has cognitive and emotional aspects 

as well. Successful, mutually satisfying sexual union is a complex problem that arises 

from fundamental differences between men and women. One commentator put it this 

way: If sex is like going to the opera, for women it is the entire opera, for men it is 

more like the intermission. While such oversimplifications are misleading of the 

complexity of the problem, the myriad poets of many ages leave us no doubt of the 

complexity of the way of a man with a maid.194 Imagination was given to us as a 

means of solving complex problems. Sexual adjustment is no exception. Imagination 
                                                 
192

 While it is true that Israel was a covenantal society, that covenant was not between members strictly speaking 

but between the corporate society and God who formed the society. The Decalogue was the constitutional law of 

the covenant society that God had formed and was part of the covenant that regulated behavior of members of that 

society with respect to God and each other. But the Decalogue was not primarily a covenant between members of 

that society. 
193

For example: Ezekiel 16:36-38 Thus saith the Lord GOD; Because thy filthiness was poured out, and thy 

nakedness discovered through thy whoredoms with thy lovers, and with all the idols of thy abominations, and by 

the blood of thy children, which thou didst give unto them; Behold, therefore I will gather all thy lovers, with 

whom thou hast taken pleasure, and all them that thou hast loved, with all them that thou hast hated; I will even 

gather them round about against thee, and will discover thy nakedness unto them, that they may see all thy 

nakedness. And I will judge thee, as women that break wedlock and shed blood are judged; and I will give thee 

blood in fury and jealousy. 

Jeremiah 3:8-9 And I saw, when for all the causes whereby backsliding Israel committed adultery I had put her 

away, and given her a bill of divorce; yet her treacherous sister Judah feared not, but went and played the harlot 

also. And it came to pass through the lightness of her whoredom, that she defiled the land, and committed adultery 

with stones and with stocks. 
194

 Wise Solomon knew this when he said:” There be three things which are too wonderful for me, yea, four which 

I know not: the way of an eagle in the air; the way of a serpent upon a rock; the way of a ship in the midst of the 

sea; and the way of a man with a maid. (Proverbs 30:18-19) 
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is part of good sex. In a wider sense human sexuality is part of human spirituality. 

The Song of Solomon with its praise of sexual expression between wedded lovers 

leaves us in no doubt of this matter. The book may be viewed simultaneously from 

the point of married persons and of individuals or corporate groups’ relations with 

God. 
 

The point here is that as the imagination can play an initial role in fostering adultery 

in violation of the seventh commandment, just as it plays a formative role in making 

(imagining) images in violation of the second commandment.  The production of idols 

which are sexual in nature (fertility cult objects) gives ample testimony of the closely 

linked misuse of imagination in the violation of these two commandments. The 

presence of ritual prostitution in such fertility cults also supports the close linkage of 

the misuse of imagination in human sexuality and idolatry as well. 
 

But if imagination has a misuse, it also has a use in marriage. One of the great fears 

that people have about marriage is that monogamy gives rise to monotony, that the 

bedroom becomes the “bored” – room.  Human sexuality is exceedingly complex and 

the variables many. To borrow a mathematical paradigm, many variables mean a 

large solution space, rather like N equations in N unknowns. There are N different 

solutions to solve the set of equations. In marriage there are many possible solutions 

for the imagination to experiment with in producing mutually satisfying solutions to 

the expression of intimate love. The only two variables that are fixed by this command 

are monogamy (the solutions involve only the marital partner) and respect for the 

individual (the solutions are acceptable to both partners). The inevitable consequence 

of such a lively, experimental approach to expressing marital love is a freshness and 

vitality that prevents boredom from setting in. Novelty is sought from within the 

discipline of sexual activity with one’s spouse, not from a new partner. 
 

Covetousness and Marriage (10 & 7) 
 

In many ways the tenth commandment is the most searching of all because it forbids 

not an action but a motivation: covetousness. And its relation to the seventh 

commandment is obvious when it specifically forbids coveting or desiring your 

neighbor’s wife. The tenth commandment, by addressing motivation addresses the 

problem of adultery at its very earliest arising. It is as if God were saying ‘Don’t even 

think about committing adultery’. But this is still a negative prohibition which begs 

the question what are we to put in the place of such forbidden motives? The letter to 

the Hebrews gives us insight here. 
 



 89 

Let your conversation195 be without covetousness; and be content with such 

things as ye have: for he hath said, I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee.  So 

that we may boldly say, The Lord is my helper, and I will not fear what man 

shall do unto me.196 
 

In effect, adultery is a manifestation of discontent with the husband / wife of the 

marriage covenant and in a wider sense with God, Himself.  Instead faith, which lays 

hold of God’s promise of His faithfulness to us, encourages us to say the same thing to 

our marriage partner as God says to us: “I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee.” 

And if our mate were to ask us why we remain faithful in marriage “we may boldly 

say, The Lord is my helper, and I will not fear what man197 shall do unto me.” 
 

Marriage as a Covenantal Relationship 
 

And Adam said this is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall 

be called Woman {Heb. Isha}, because she was taken out of Man {Heb. Ish}. 

Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his 

wife: and they shall be one flesh. And they were both naked, the man and his 

wife, and were not ashamed.198 




 

 In this verse, the words of Adam reflect the exercise of the will. A choice is made. 

Man will henceforth choose to “leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto 

his wife”199 Of course as with any relationship there must be mutual consent, but God 

and the husband initiate the mutual relationships. On the basis of this choice, husband 

and wife “shall be one flesh”196.  This phrase ‘one flesh’ speaks physically of sexual 

intercourse. And that allows the fulfillment of the divine mandate: “Be fruitful, and 

multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of 

the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moves upon the 

earth.”200   
 

In order to allow humans to fulfill this command He created them (as other creatures) 

with mutually compatible reproductive systems, implanted in them the desire to 

reproduce (the sexual desire) and gave them something unique to human kind: the 

institution of marriage. If we were to liken sexuality to a fire, then marriage is like the 
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fireplace which contains the intensity of desire for two useful ends: light and heat. So 

the intensity of the sexual drive is contained within the structure of marriage for two 

useful ends: progeny and pleasure. 
 

But marriage involves a far more profound union than that of two bodies. It also 

involves the union of minds, wills, and emotions that simultaneously solves the 

problem and implements the solution that God told as the specific reason for creating 

woman: “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a help meet for 

him.”201  So then marriage has the dual role of procreation of human kind and human 

fulfillment and enjoyment. It is surly the most profound covenantal relationship that 

two humans can experience. Accordingly there is a strong relationship between this 

commandment and the first commandment as we noted above. In both cases absolute 

fidelity and lifelong commitment was expected. The affective and volitional response 

of the mate both in marriage (love, caring, protecting, nurturing, providing for needs, 

etc.) and toward the violation of marital vows (jealousy, anger, grief) mirrors the 

response of God toward Israel and toward Israel’s idolatry respectively. 
 

Like the sixth commandment, the seventh commandment is simple in presentation 

but not in interpretation. While the difficulties in understanding the sixth 

commandment arise from the words themselves (both in the original language and in 

translation), the difficulties in understanding this commandment do not.  There is 

only one word used in the Hebrew for adultery202 and it is used only 26 times in the 

entire Old Testament. Furthermore our English word adultery is a very good fit 

linguistically having essentially the same meaning. It means to have sexual 

intercourse with a man or woman who is a husband or wife of another. It means to 

violate the marriage contract of your neighbor. The complexity that arises with 

interpreting the seventh commandment comes from the societal notion of marriage 

prevalent at any time.   
 

Monogamy, Polygamy, Polyandry, Concubines & Slaves 
 

And David took him more concubines and wives out of Jerusalem, after he was 

come from Hebron: and there were yet sons and daughters born to David.203 
 

But king Solomon loved many strange women, together with the daughter of 

Pharaoh, women of the Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Zidonians, and 
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Hittites; of the nations concerning which the LORD said unto the children of 

Israel, Ye shall not go in to them, neither shall they come in unto you: for surely 

they will turn away your heart after their gods: Solomon clave unto these in 

love. And he had seven hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred 

concubines: and his wives turned away his heart. For it came to pass, when 

Solomon was old, that his wives turned away his heart after other gods: and his 

heart was not perfect with the LORD his God, as was the heart of David his 

father.204 




 

When marriage was instituted, it is clear that a monogamous institution was intended. 

Monotheism argues monogamy: one God and one wife.  Other forms of marriage, 

polygamy (many wives) and polyandry (many husbands) exist. But reason informs us 

that because of the complexity of the human psyche, getting to know someone 

intimately requires a lifetime and that neither polygamy nor polyandry are 

satisfactory for the multiple mate. The scriptures abound in tales of familial strife 

between multiple wives. References to marriage in the New Testament also reinforce 

the view that monogamy is to be the norm for marriage.205 In a polygamous system, 

adultery for the wife is quite clear, but it is hard to enforce for the husband of many 

wives. The clarity of the commandment is obscured for the male polygamist. David 

had more than one wife, but his taking of Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite, in 

an adulterous union206 may well have been the result of moral uncertainty about 

nature of adultery in a polygamous setting. Wasn’t Bathsheba just like the Abigail the 

wife of Nabal who married David after the death of her husband? What may have 

been unclear to David was not unclear to God despite David’s polygamy. He sends 

Nathan the prophet to confront David of his sin via the telling of a parable.207 The 

result is immediate. David confesses his sins. 
 

From this story, we can note several consequences: 
 

Sin begets sin. In order to cover his violation of the seventh commandment, David has 

Uriah killed, violating the sixth commandment as well.   
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God does not recognize David’s union with Bathsheba even after Uriah’s death. 

Bathsheba is continually referred to as the wife of Uriah the Hittite, even in our Lord’s 

genealogy.208   
 

The sin of adultery has severe consequences for families as well as the guilty 

individual.209 Violence from within the family will henceforth mark David’s house. 

Adultery destroys the fabric of the family. 
 

The innocent often suffer. Adultery was punishable by death.210 But Nathan is 

instructed of God to advise David that “The LORD also hath put away thy sin; thou 

shalt not die.” A better translation would be “Jehovah HATH CAUSED thy sin TO 

PASS OVER, or transferred thy sin; THOU shalt not die. God has transferred the legal 

punishment of this sin to the child. His child born by Bathsheba will die.211 (She will 

lose both husband and child, but the child will become a type of God’s own innocent 

Son who had the sins of all humankind passed over to Him).  
 

Sin tends to propagate from parent to child. David’s concubines will be taken in an 

adulterous union by his own son Absalom.212  
 

This sin marks the beginning of the downward spiral of families as in David’s case. 
 

What David permitted for himself, is encouraged in his children with spiritually 

disastrous consequences.  If David had several wives and concubines, Solomon has a 

thousand. And after Solomon’s unfaithfulness and luxury, the Kingdom is forever 

divided. 
 

Punishment for Adultery 
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 And the man that commits adultery with another man's wife, even he that 

committed adultery with his neighbor’s wife, the adulterer and the adulteress 

shall surely be put to death. 213 
 

When a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she 

find no favor in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in her: then 

let him write her a bill of divorcement, and give it in her hand, and send her 

out of his house.214 




 

The Seventh Commandment does not specify a punishment for its infraction.  The 

civil law does. While reviewing the details of the civil law that surround adultery is 

beyond the scope of this paper, the first passage cited shows just how serious God 

was about the command. The Commandment is pure moral law and unchanging. But 

the force of the civil law is sensitive to the times and conditions then prevailing in 

Israel.  This severity of the punishment certainly makes sense when the polity Israel 

involved the transfer of wealth as land. A woman who has a child because of adultery 

puts the inheritance at risk. Moses did make provision for divorce for “uncleanness”. 

As time went on, particularly in the postexilic period when Israel was no longer an 

independent state, inheritance of land was not a central issue. Thus divorce permitted 

for uncleanness comes to include adultery. Even the prophetic denunciations of 

idolatry as adultery mention divorce. 
 

And I saw, when for all the causes whereby backsliding Israel committed 

adultery I had put her away, and given her a bill of divorce; yet her treacherous 

sister Judah feared not, but went and played the harlot also.215 
 

Clearly divorce with loss of inheritance and dowry is a severe punishment for 

adultery and seems to have come to replace capital punishment, though the statute is 

“still on the books”.  But even greater possibilities for dealing with the sin of adultery 

begin to appear in the Old Testament veiled under God’s response to violations of the 

first commandment.  
 

The word of the LORD that came unto Hosea, … in the days of Jeroboam the 

son of Joash, king of Israel. … And the LORD said to Hosea, Go, take unto thee 

a wife of whoredoms and children of whoredoms: for the land hath committed 

great whoredom, departing from the LORD. … Therefore, behold, I will allure 
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her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her. And I 

will give her her vineyards from thence, and the valley of Achor for a door of 

hope: and she shall sing there, as in the days of her youth, and as in the day 

when she came up out of the land of Egypt. And it shall be at that day, saith the 

LORD, that thou shalt call me Ishi {my husband}; and shalt call me no more 

Baali {my master}. For I will take away the names of Baalim out of her mouth, 

and they shall no more be remembered by their name.  And in that day will I 

make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and with the fowls of 

heaven, and with the creeping things of the ground: and I will break the bow 

and the sword and the battle out of the earth, and will make them to lie down 

safely. And I will betroth thee unto me for ever; yea, I will betroth thee unto me 

in righteousness, and in judgment, and in loving kindness, and in mercies. I 

will even betroth thee unto me in faithfulness: and thou shalt know the 

LORD.216 
 

In this passage Hosea is told to marry a woman who is basically going to commit 

adultery and to have children by her. Their names are to be prophetic and the whole 

activity symbolic of God’s dealing with Judah. In the later half of the second chapter 

God tells Hosea what he will do with adulterous Israel. It is not to divorce her but to 

“allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her.” God 

will “betroth thee unto me in righteousness, and in judgment, and in loving-kindness, 

and in mercies. I will even betroth thee unto me in faithfulness: and thou shalt know 

the LORD”. Basically God will re-establish the violated marriage with Judah. Here we 

begin to see the Grace of God that will shine so excellently in the person of His Son. 
 

Jesus 
 

Jesus’ Teaching on the Seventh Commandment 
 

Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come 

to destroy, but to fulfill. For verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, 

one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled. 

Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall 

teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but 

whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called great in the 

kingdom of heaven. For I say unto you, that except your righteousness shall 

exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter 

into the kingdom of heaven. ….  
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You have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit 

adultery but I say unto you, That whosoever looks on a woman to lust after her 

hath committed adultery with her already in his heart. And if thy right eye 

offends thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that 

one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast 

into hell. And if thy right hand offends thee, cut it off, and cast it from thee: for 

it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy 

whole body should be cast into hell.  It hath been said, Whosoever shall put 

away his wife, let him give her a writing of divorcement: But I say unto you, 

That whosoever shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, 

causes her to commit adultery: and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced 

commits adultery.217 




 

Here Jesus deals both with the violation of the seventh commandment and the subject 

of divorce. The religious externalists of the day had found in divorce a convenient 

way to be rid of a wife. The power of the husband over the wife by giving a divorce 

on trivial grounds certainly left the woman’s vulnerabilities exposed to the husband’s 

exploitation and manipulation. Adultery typically had become more of an issue for 

the wife than for the husband legally. But Jesus refocuses the issue squarely back on 

the man. To “look on a woman to lust” is clearly a violation of the tenth 

commandment not to covet and by implication a violation of the seventh as well. The 

externalist sees adultery only as an act whereas Jesus clearly states, as he did in the 

case of the fifth commandment, that the process of adultery begins in the heart. Since 

male sexuality has a strong visual component, Jesus’ words have a real convicting 

force for men. This is not to say that adultery is only a male problem.  Clearly it 

involves both genders. But indirectly Jesus is “leveling the playing field”, since 

divorce was very much a male prerogative.218  

 

 Jesus follows his convicting assessment of the real nexus of adultery for men with an 

equally frightening prescription for its avoidance: amputation of offending parts of 

the body. What Jesus is saying in a Hebraic parabolic way is addressed by Paul in the 

more recognizable Greek idiom: mortification. 
 

But if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell in you, he that 

raised up Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal bodies by {or, 

because of} his Spirit that dwells in you. Therefore, brethren, we are debtors, 
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not to the flesh, to live after the flesh. For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: 

but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live. For 

as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God.219 
 

Taking these two verses together we see that the fulfillment of the seventh 

commandment is only possible as we allow the Spirit of God to lead us. The result of 

the Spirit’s leading is that the carnal, flesh or sin nature will experience the reality of 

the death that Jesus died for us on the cross (mortification).  
 

Jesus then takes up the civil law relating to divorce. Here, as in the passage below, 

Jesus deals with divorce because of its linkage in the popular mind as the consequence 

of adultery (of the wife)220.  
 

Divorce 
 

The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting him, and saying unto him, Is it 

lawful for a man to put away his wife for every cause? And he answered and 

said unto them, Have ye not read, that he which made them at the beginning 

made them male and female, And said, For this cause shall a man leave father 

and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be one flesh?  

Wherefore they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath 

joined together, let not man put asunder.  

They say unto him, why did Moses then command to give a writing of 

divorcement, and to put her away? He saith unto them, Moses because of the 

hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the 

beginning it was not so. And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his 

wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: 

and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery. His disciples 

say unto him, if the case of the man be so with his wife, it is not good to 

marry.221 




 

Jesus is remarkable for his relationships with women. In the Jewish society of his day, 

women certainly had greater liberty and autonomy than other women in the world. 
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They could live independently, own property, and inherit wealth. They certainly had 

more rights than women in other parts of the world, but it was still a man’s world. 

Women could not sit at the feet of a Rabbi and did not have the same educational 

privileges. So for Mary to sit at the feet of Jesus and hear his word was a remarkable 

concession for the rights of women. Divorce was another matter in which women 

were discriminated against. Divorce for self serving reasons had already surfaced in 

Malachi’s day 400 years before Jesus’ birth.  
 

Judah hath dealt treacherously, and an abomination is committed in Israel and 

in Jerusalem; for Judah hath profaned the holiness of the LORD which he loved 

{or, ought to love}, and hath married the daughter of a strange god. The LORD 

will cut off the man that doeth this, the master and the scholar {or him that 

waketh, and him that answereth}, out of the tabernacles of Jacob, and him that 

offers an offering unto the LORD of hosts. And this have ye done again, 

covering the altar of the LORD with tears, with weeping, and with crying out, 

insomuch that he regardeth not the offering any more, or receiveth it with good 

will at your hand. Yet ye say, Wherefore? Because the LORD hath been witness 

between thee and the wife of thy youth, against whom thou hast dealt 

treacherously: yet is she thy companion, and the wife of thy covenant. And did 

not he make one? Yet had he the residue {or, excellence} of the spirit. And 

wherefore one; that he might seek a godly seed {or seed of God}. Therefore take 

heed to your spirit, and let none deal treacherously {or, unfaithfully} against 

the wife of his youth.  For the LORD, the God of Israel, saith that he hateth 

putting away {or divorce}: for one covereth violence with his garment, saith the 

LORD of hosts: therefore take heed to your spirit, that ye deal not 

treacherously.222 
 

The force of this verse is as follows: Judah has dealt treacherously in divorcing the 

wife of his covenant in order to marry non Jewish women who were the worshipers of 

other gods (“hath married the daughter of a strange god”) Because of this God has 

visited the judgment of adultery on all such practitioners of treachery whether the 

master and the learner because they divorce the wife of their youth to marry another. 

Yet the people ask in tears “Why has God dealt so severely with Judah? Because God 

performed these marriages between His people (“did he not make one?”). Jewish men 

married the wife of their youth (i.e. a believing woman in Judah with the faithful zeal 

of a new bride). And why did God contract such marriages; for godly offspring (“And 

wherefore (did He make) one; that he might seek a godly seed.”). So take heed not to 

deal treacherously against the wife of your youth in divorcing her to marry a Gentile 

                                                 
222

 Malachi 2:11-16  



 98 

for God hates divorce. He does not want you to divorce the wife of your youth so you 

can marry an unbeliever who happens to please you. For that would be using divorce 

as a cover for remarriage. In reality it is serial polygamy and as such is nothing better 

than adultery. Your divorcing your mate will not justify your marital infidelity. 
 

That Jesus takes exception to divorce for the sake of adultery does not mean that he 

approves of divorce. Clearly such passages as those of Hosea noted above indicate 

what God’s real modus operandi are when confronted by idolatry or adultery, namely 

to move in such a way as to restore the covenant in love. Jesus is replying to the 

externalism of a self righteous religion that leaves the sinful heart unaddressed. Jesus 

looks back to the original institution of marriage to show that the union of marriage is 

a work of God and His work is not to be destroyed. This accords well with the 

passage just cited in Malachi. It is God who joins husband and wife. Divorce, then for 

any other reason than adultery is little more than an excuse for adultery. And to resort 

to such action reveals a hardness of heart that is displeasing to God. All such acts are 

“treachery”, a violation of a covenant as sacred as that with God, Himself. As noted 

before such use of divorce is really serial polygamy and as such nothing better than 

adultery. Divorce will not cover marital infidelity. 
 

 So carried away are they with Pharisaic externalism, that even Jesus’ disciples 

conclude (erroneously): “if the case of the man be so with his wife, it is not good to 

marry.” They have completely forgotten the word of God “It is not good for a man to 

be alone.” 
 

There are other cases mentioned in the scriptures such as marriage contracted in 

unbelief to an unbelieving mate who divorces in response to their mate’s subsequent 

conversion223 but scripture makes no explicit reference to destructive marriages. So, 

while there is still much that needs to be thought through in specific cases, clearly 

marital fidelity to a covenant relationship has very high priority.  
 

Adultery 
 

And early in the morning he came again into the temple, and all the people 

came unto him; and he sat down, and taught them. And the scribes and 

Pharisees brought unto him a woman taken in adultery; and when they had set 

her in the midst, they say unto him, Master, this woman was taken in adultery, 

in the very act. Now Moses in the law commanded us, that such should be 

stoned: but what sayest thou? This they said, tempting him that they might 

have to accuse him. But Jesus stooped down, and with his finger wrote on the 

                                                 
223

 1Corinthians 7:10 - 16 



 99 

ground, as though he heard them not. So when they continued asking him, he 

lifted up himself, and said unto them, He that is without sin among you, let 

him first cast a stone at her. And again he stooped down, and wrote on the 

ground. And they which heard it, being convicted by their own conscience, 

went out one by one, beginning at the eldest, even unto the last: and Jesus was 

left alone, and the woman standing in the midst. When Jesus had lifted up 

himself, and saw none but the woman, he said unto her, Woman, where are 

those thine accusers? Hath no man condemned thee?  She said, No man, Lord. 

And Jesus said unto her, neither do I condemn thee: go, and sin no more.224 




 

This is a conflict story in which the religious people of His day try to trap Jesus in a 

violation of the law. He avoids the trap by invoking the testimony of their conscience 

against them. This is the main point of the story, but the way the story ends is most 

revealing of Jesus. The woman has presumably committed adultery. In point of fact 

she could be stoned by the Law of Moses. Jesus, who is without guilt could stone her. 

But he does not. Why? Because He has not come to judge rather He has come to save 

life. That she has sinned He plainly admits. (“Sin no more”) But God’s grace is greater 

than the condemnation of her sin. Jesus does not condemn her but releases her from 

guilt instead. He knows that her guilt will be transferred (“passed over” to use 

Nathan’s terminology) to Himself. Here is yet another sin that He will suffer for on 

the cross. But she goes off freed from guilt, while those who condemned her in self 

righteousness go off condemned by their own conscience. Jesus will bear the guilt of 

all their sins, for the Grace of God is far greater than all our sin. 
 

Vows and Integrity 
 

Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not 

forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths: but I say unto 

you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God's throne: Nor by the earth; 

for it is his footstool: neither by Jerusalem; for it is the city of the great King. 

Neither shalt thou swear by thy head, because thou canst not make one hair 

white or black. But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for 

whatsoever is more than these cometh of evil. 225 
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Although this passage deals with oaths in general, it illuminates the seventh 

commandment in particular because adultery is a violation of a marriage oath.226  

In Jesus’ day, it was common place for people to protest the truth of what they were 

saying by confirming it with an oath or vow. The problem with such communications 

is that there is nothing inherent in a vow that would defacto guarantee that the 

individual was telling the truth or that he would do as he said. Empty or vain oaths 

became the hallmark of a hypocritical society from which Jesus sought to differentiate 

his followers. They were to be known by experience as truth tellers who needed no 

empty oath to vouch for truthfulness. Some irreligious individuals even thought that 

men would accept their lies as true if they swore by the Name of God, a God in whom 

they did not believe and therefore did not fear. They invoked the Name of God as an 

oath (“as the Lord liveth”) which by all rights should have sufficient motivation for 

their subsequent actions to align with their promises.227 But alas in violating the strict 

construction of the second commandment, they also violated the wider concerns of 

the ninth! What Jesus is saying here is that the integrity of word and deed is an 

essential part of living a God-like life. Since taking an oath (“swearing”) will not 

assure such integrity or oneness of word and action, it should not be done. All such 

usages suggest that the word so buttressed is not to be trusted (“cometh of evil”). Far 

from building the confidence of the person so sworn to, it erodes it. 
 

LORD, who shall abide in thy tabernacle? Who shall dwell in thy holy hill? … He 

that sweareth to his own hurt, and changeth not.228 
 

The ‘yea’ of your word should be matched by the ‘yea’ of your action. Your word 

should be your bond. The sine qua non of fidelity is manifest in the integrity of word 

and deed. If a person’s actions are not integral with and faithful to their marriage 

oath, what contract can they be trusted in? It is in this way that the seventh 

commandment opens out onto a much wider plain than marriage, that of personal 

integrity.  

                                                 
226

 It also illuminates the ninth commandment because perjury is the violation of a vow to tell the truth in a 

judicial setting.   
227

 A notable example is the oath of faithful Boaz to Ruth the Moabite when she came to him at night seeking his 

help: “Tarry this night, and it shall be in the morning, that if he will perform unto thee the part of a kinsman, well; 

let him do the kinsman's part: but if he will not do the part of a kinsman to thee, then will I do the part of a 

kinsman to thee, as the LORD liveth: lie down until the morning.” (Ruth 3:13)    
228

 Psalm 15; 1, 4 
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The Eighth Commandment 

 

Thou shalt not steal. 

- Exodus 20:15 

…neither shalt thou steal. 

- Deuteronomy 5:19 




 

What is Theft? 

  

While the Eighth Commandment seems quite clear, still there is need to define what 

theft is, as an action. The common use of the word would belie the necessity of such a 

definition. But as in the case of adultery, a good definition of what is prohibited 

(adultery) also helps us understand what the commandment actually protects 

(marriage). So here a good definition of what theft is should help us understand what 

is protected. The act of theft is normally defined as taking an object not belonging to 

us for our use without the owner’s permission.  But theft really has as its purpose 

obtaining the benefit of the possession of an object at the expense of the object’s 

rightful owner. At first glance then it seems that the Eighth Commandment protects 

the right to own property. But how was that property was obtained? Was it by 

obtained by the present owner or by previous owners?  And, if obtained by previous 

owners, by what means and for what reason was its ownership transferred?  

 

Ultimately possession of objects is properly obtained by work. Work has as its 

purpose obtaining the benefit of possession of an object in exchange for benefits 

delivered to the object’s original owner. I am typing this note on my personal 

computer. I obtained the use of this computer by paying an agreed upon price for it. 

The money was the means of exchange. I was paid the money in the past for services 

that I rendered to my employer. So, in a sense I received this computer in return for 

services that I rendered that were of benefit to another.  I did not take the computer 

without proper payment.  

 

It is an old Jewish saying: “He who teaches his son no trade, teaches him to steal.” 

This was especially true of religious education. Rabbis were religious teachers. But the 

Jewish people held that the “Torah was not a spade”. So even though a Rabbi went 

through years of careful training, his teaching was not to be a source of financial gain. 
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He needed a job as well. So it was that Saul (later Paul), who sat at the feet of 

Gamaliel229, was a tent maker.230 

 

Having asserted that work is the antithetical process to theft, we have a sense of what 

the command is really all about. Members of society are to work for their gain not 

steal. The commandment thus protects the neighbor’s right to the benefits of his 

lawful work. But how are we to understand what those benefits are? 

 

The Scope of the Eighth Commandment: What can be Stolen? 

 

The Eighth Commandment like the two before it is simply stated but its applicability 

is far wider than might first be supposed. As noted above, theft involves an object. 

The act of stealing, therefore, argues the existence of an object stolen as well as the 

ownership of the object.  

 

From this we concluded that the Eighth Commandment really protects the neighbor’s 

right to private property. But the commandment covers far more, however, than 

might first be supposed depending on how we define the nature of the object that is 

stolen.  Rather than define specific objects that can be owned and therefore stolen 

(which would be a considerable list), it is easier to define meta - classifiers of objects 

that can be possessed. To that end we introduce two very general and mutually 

inclusive classifiers of things: materiality, and animation. That is we consider things 

material and immaterial and things animate and inanimate. And these two classifiers 

create four headings for us:  

 

Material – inanimate: Things inanimate and material are the normal things thought to 

be objects that may be stolen like an automobile or money.  

Material – Animate: There are, of course, things animate and material that may be 

owned and therefore stolen, like pet or a horse or a cow.  

Immaterial – Inanimate: This class of things includes things such as freedom, 

security, and a good reputation. Surely these are things which may also be stolen. But 

                                                 
229

 I am verily a man which am a Jew, born in Tarsus, a city in Cilicia, yet brought up in this city at the feet of 

Gamaliel, and taught according to the perfect manner of the law of the fathers, and was zealous toward God, as ye 

all are this day. - Paul in Acts 22:3 
230

  Acts 18:1 - 3 After these things Paul departed from Athens, and came to Corinth; and found a certain Jew 

named Aquila, born in Pontus, lately come from Italy, with his wife Priscilla; (because that Claudius had 

commanded all Jews to depart from Rome:) and came unto them. And because he was of the same craft, he abode 

with them, and wrought: for by their occupation they were tentmakers. 
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they are not usually the product of work.231 Such “objects” may be inherited, but from 

whom. We deal with that later. 

Immaterial – Animate: In a sense life is immaterial and animate. But can we say that 

we own the life of another being? Here we must make a distinction between the life of 

lesser creatures and that of persons. Clearly we can own animate beings that have life. 

The milk cow has materiality, but if it’s immaterial life is taken away, its benefit to me 

as a source of milk ceases. So a great part of its value lies in the impact of its 

immaterial life on its material body. If the immaterial life is stolen (a hunter shoots it 

thinking that it is a deer), it henceforth has value to me only as hamburger meat. If the 

mistaken hunter takes it and straps it over his bumper to take home, he steals even 

that value from me. (Don’t laugh – New York State Police have arrested hunters with 

cows they shot in hunting season and were transporting home tied over their 

bumpers. Some ignorance is appalling!)  

 

So we may say we have pets and farm animals (meaning that we own them), but we 

also say that we have mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, sons and daughters, 

even God, Himself. Clearly we cannot “own” them. While there can be ownership of 

lesser life forms, there certainly cannot be ownership of our fellow humans or higher 

life forms (angels) or God, Himself.  

 

When I say I have a car and I have a wife surely I cannot possibly mean the same 

thing. The difference between a statement about a car and a wife lies in reciprocity. I 

have a car but the car does not “have” me in the same sense. But when it comes to my 

wife, she may say “I have a husband” in precisely the same way that I say “I have a 

wife.” There is a reciprocity implied in statements about persons that is different from 

the familiar statement of ownership (“I have”) even though the same words are used. 

In fact what I am really saying is that “I have (a relationship with) a wife.” Between 

higher life forms, ownership of the other is not possible232, but relationship is. In that 

sense my wife and I are the mutual owners of a relationship, a thing at once 

immaterial and animate. And the quality of that relationship is the result of much 

(interpersonal) work. For a person to commit adultery, then, is not only a direct 

violation of the Seventh Commandment but an indirect violation of the Eighth 

                                                 
231

 In the case of freedom in the Roman world freedom might be bought but it could also be inherited at birth. Paul 

cites both cases in Acts 22:28 “And the chief captain answered, with a great sum obtained I this freedom. And 

Paul said, but I was free born.” 
232

 The exception is, of course, God, Himself, who has made all things. He has the right of ownership by reason of 

His role as creator of all things. (Colossians 1:16 For by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that 

are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things 

were created by him, and for him.) It is upon this right of ownership that God’s right of judgment and execution 

clearly rest. So He says, “Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is mine: 

the soul that sinneth, it shall die.” Ezekiel 18:4 Nevertheless, His actions toward us seem for a time to reflect a 

willingness to allow us considerable freedom even to the rejecting of His rightful claim as our Lord and Master. 
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Commandment because they are stealing not the husband or the wife but their 

relationship. 

 

Special cases of Theft 

 

Heaving introduced these high level classifiers of things that may be owned and 

therefore stolen, we consider several special cases of theft that would not at first seem 

to be violations of the commandment.  

 

Lost Objects 

 

Thou shalt not see thy brother's ox or his sheep go astray, and hide thyself from 

them: thou shalt in any case bring them again unto thy brother. And if thy 

brother be not nigh unto thee, or if thou know him not, then thou shalt bring it 

unto thine own house, and it shall be with thee until thy brother seek after it, 

and thou shalt restore it to him again. In like manner shalt thou do with his ass; 

and so shalt thou do with his raiment; and with all lost thing of thy brother's, 

which he hath lost, and thou hast found, shalt thou do likewise: thou mayest 

not hide thyself. Thou shalt not see thy brother's ass or his ox fall down by the 

way, and hide thyself from them: thou shalt surely help him to lift them up 

again.233 




 

Actual possession of an object usually goes hand in hand with legal possession. That 

is not always the case. Sometimes objects are lost. It might seem that when we find a 

lost object it is a case of “finders – keepers”. Because we believe that no one “owns” a 

lost object, it cannot be stolen when we take it for our benefit without permission. But 

the truth is that ownership of an object is not dependant on actual possession of the 

object. Objects that leave the possession of the owner still belong to the owner. Even a 

brief reflection on the ownership of objects reveals that every object is owned by 

someone. Even the worthless garbage we place by the side of the road is our 

possession and responsibility.  Garbage collection actually constitutes a transfer of 

ownership, with attendant responsibility for proper and sanitary disposal, from the 

producer of the garbage to the disposer of the garbage. We pay taxes for that property 

transfer to happen.  

 

Where the object lost (as cited above) has real value to the owner, the finder has a 

responsibility to maintain and restore the object lost to its rightful owner if possible. 
                                                 
233

 Deuteronomy 22:1 - 4 



 105 

Thus the Eighth commandment brings in the important issues of restitution, 

restoration, maintenance of justice and fair dealing.  

 

Murder 

 

The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy …234 




 

Although addressed by the Sixth Commandment, it is not difficult to see that the 

taking of a human life (murder) for personal gain is also a form of theft and a violation 

of the Eighth Commandment as well. While the Sixth Commandment clearly protects 

the right to life, the Eighth Commandment also protects the right to life as an 

immaterial – animate object that each person possesses. The reason this overlap of the 

commandments is important is that it suggests that the right to life is far broader than 

just the ownership of life. Rather it suggests that the right to life extends to those 

things that are necessary to sustain life as well. That is: we are not to take (or 

withhold) from our neighbor those things that enable his ownership of life to be 

continued even if those things that are necessary to the sustenance of the neighbor’s 

life are owned by us. Thus in the case of lost animal, above, it is not enough to recover 

the lost animal, we must protect and sustain its life with shelter and fodder that 

belongs to us not its owner. We are responsible to sustain the owner’s right to the 

animal’s life via things in our possession. Both the order of the commandment not to 

kill and the commandment not to steal and actual details throughout the civil law of 

Israel suffice to teach us that the right to life has priority over the right to property.  

This is central to the meaning of theft and a proper understanding of property 

ownership as we shall see when we come to our Lord Jesus’ teaching.  

 

Slavery and Manipulation 

 

If a man be found stealing any of his brethren of the children of Israel, and 

maketh merchandise of him, or selleth him; then that thief shall die; and thou 

shalt put evil away from among you. 235 

 

For indeed I was stolen away out of the land of the Hebrews…236 

 

                                                 
234

 John 10:10 
235

 Deuteronomy 24:7 
236

 Genesis 40:15a.  It is deeply significant that Joseph describes his experience of being sold into slavery by his 

brothers as theft. Clearly his brothers took away his freedom without his consent for their monetary gain as well as 

to vent their hostility to their younger brother. 
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As mentioned above, freedom is an immaterial and inanimate object. Even though our 

own Declaration of Independence stated that “all men are created equal and endowed 

by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, and that among these are life, liberty 

and the pursuit of happiness”, the government of these United States failed to 

appropriate this reality, allowing systematic violation of the Eighth Commandment 

for almost a century. The concept of slavery that says I can own another human being 

constitutes a theft of a person’s inalienable freedom. The scope of the Eighth 

Commandment thus extends to the guarantee of personal freedom. The theft of 

freedom (slavery) is inevitably tied to the theft of the person (kidnap). For many, if not 

most, of those African Americans who were first subjected to a lifetime of slavery, the 

entrance was through the door of kidnap. Whether kidnap for ransom or kidnap for 

sale as a slave, the violation of the Eighth Commandment is twofold both of the body 

and freedom.  

 

Closely related to the theft of volitional freedom is that of cognitive and affective 

freedom. In the class of things immaterial and animate we need to recognize that 

cognition, affection, and volition are three aspects of our living and immaterial soul. 

Therefore an individual has a right to feel and to think freely and without constraint, 

and the Eighth Commandment protects this as well as volitional freedom. When 

others seek to manipulate our will or to dominate and control our thoughts and 

feelings they are stealing that fundamental freedom that belongs to us. Manipulation 

may be seen as a violation of the Eighth Commandment. Basically the Eighth 

Commandment prohibits us from manipulating the will, the thoughts, or the 

emotions of our neighbor for personal gain. Thus the violation of the ninth 

commandment (thou shalt not bear false witness) is also a form of violation of the 

eighth in that false witness is an attempt to ‘steal’ the thought processes of the mind of 

the hearer by deception. In point of fact theft and false witness (lying) are frequently 

found hand in hand, a fact that we will consider as we examine the Ninth 

Commandment. 

 

Usurious Loans 

 

And if thy brother be waxen poor, and fallen in decay with thee; then thou 

shalt relieve him: yea, though he be a stranger, or a sojourner; that he may live 

with thee. Take thou no usury of him, or increase: but fear thy God; that thy 

brother may live with thee. Thou shalt not give him thy money upon usury, 

nor lend him thy victuals for increase. I am the LORD your God, which 
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brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, to give you the land of Canaan, and 

to be your God. 

 And if thy brother that dwelleth by thee be waxen poor, and be sold unto 

thee; thou shalt not compel him to serve as a bondservant:  But as an hired 

servant, and as a sojourner, he shall be with thee, and shall serve thee unto the 

year of jubilee: And then shall he depart from thee, both he and his children 

with him, and shall return unto his own family, and unto the possession of his 

fathers shall he return. For they are my servants, which I brought forth out of 

the land of Egypt: they shall not be sold as bondmen.  Thou shalt not rule over 

him with rigor; but shalt fear thy God.237 

No man shall take the nether or the upper millstone to pledge: for he taketh 

a man's life to pledge.238 




 

Besides prohibiting us from manipulating the affections, the thoughts, and the will of 

others; the Eighth Commandment also prohibits us from exploiting the vulnerabilities 

of our neighbor for personal gain. This is particularly important in the area of making 

loans. Loans are a case of the separation of possession from ownership.  Only here, the 

benefits that accrue from possession of the object are assigned by the owner to the one 

loaned to. The owner does not surrender legal possession, only actual possession. 

When I rent an apartment, for example, the owner is still the lord of the land (i.e. the 

landlord), but he does not reside in the apartment he owns, I do. It is my apartment. If 

I make a loan of money, the same holds true. I use the money as if it was my own, but 

it is not. The one making the loan retains ownership and has every right to expect gain 

from the loaned use of the money (interest, usury, rent, increase, services, etc.).  

Furthermore, the one making the loan may wish to have title to something that I 

possess as an assurance that I will pay for or pay back the loan (house deed, car title, 

etc. to secure the loan). We call this ‘collateral’ or in the Old Testament it was called a 

‘pledge’. The loan was a covenant (mortgage, chattel mortgage, student loan, etc.) 

entered into by both parties presumably for the benefit of both secured by a pledge. 

The pledge might also be a person with property who co-signs the covenant or 

contract (i.e. another individual who promises to pay the debt from their assets if the 

primary loan recipient fails to do so). Clearly to take someone else’s property in loan 

with the intention of not repaying the loan would be theft. But the Eighth 

Commandment also protects the individual who takes the loan from theft as well. 

How is this done? 

 

                                                 
237

 Leviticus 25:35 - 43 
238

 Deuteronomy 24:6 
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Inevitably time, unforeseen accidents, untimely death, financial reverses, bad choices 

create of two classes of people that we simplistically call the “haves” and the “have-

nots”. The former have wealth and power. The latter have neither. Classically 

widows, the elderly, and orphans (fatherless) were among the latter. Both have needs 

that arise because of the necessity to sustain life and even improve it. But the “have - 

nots” lack the financial strength to satisfy those needs. So they suffer vulnerabilities of 

which the “haves” know nothing. When the “haves” make loans to the “have – nots”, 

there is a real possibility that the “haves” will insist on remuneration (pledges and/or 

usury) that are excessive and ultimately impossible for the “have - nots” to repay 

(lone sharking for example). Then when the weak or poor are unable to meet the 

demands of the unjust covenant into which they were forced by hard necessity, their 

pledge is taken (their home is foreclosed, their credit rating ruined, their car is 

repossessed, they are sued in a court of law, put in debtor’s prison, sold into slavery, 

etc.) and the loan holder is excessively and unjustly enriched.239 

 

So it becomes apparent that the Eighth Commandment speaks to the need for fair play 

in the matter of loans so that the rich do not exploit the vulnerability of the poor to 

steal from them the little that they have. Accordingly the references cited above set 

limits on usury (“Take thou no usury of him, or increase…”) and on pledges (“No 

man shall take the nether or the upper millstone to pledge: for he taketh a man's life to 

pledge.”  “Thou shalt not compel him to serve as a bondservant…”). In fact when “thy 

brother be waxen poor, and fallen in decay with thee; then thou (the ‘have’) shalt 

relieve him (the ‘have – not’): yea, though he be a stranger, or a sojourner; that he may 

live with thee.” What we have here is the priority of the neighbor’s right to live over 

your right of property. If your neighbor has a need you are not to “hide thyself from 

                                                 
239

 A notable example of this abusive treatment is found in Nehemiah 5:1 – 12:  “And there was a great cry of the 

people and of their wives against their brethren the Jews For there were that said, we, our sons, and our daughters, 

are many: therefore we take up corn for them, that we may eat, and live. Some also there were that said, we have 

mortgaged our lands, vineyards, and houses, that we might buy corn, because of the dearth. There were also that 

said, we have borrowed money for the king's tribute, and that upon our lands and vineyards. Yet now our flesh is 

as the flesh of our brethren, our children as their children: and, lo, we bring into bondage our sons and our 

daughters to be servants and some of our daughters are brought unto bondage already: neither is it in our power to 

redeem them; for other men have our lands and vineyards.” 

  “And I was very angry when I heard their cry and these words. Then I consulted with myself, and I 

rebuked the nobles, and the rulers, and said unto them, Ye exact usury, every one of his brother. And I set a great 

assembly against them.  And I said unto them, we after our ability have redeemed our brethren the Jews, which 

were sold unto the heathen; and will ye even sell your brethren? Or shall they be sold unto us? Then held they 

their peace, and found nothing to answer.  Also I said it is not good that ye do: ought ye not to walk in the fear of 

our God because of the reproach of the heathen our enemies? I likewise, and my brethren, and my servants, might 

exact of them money and corn: I pray you; let us leave off this usury. Restore, I pray you, to them, even this day, 

their lands, their vineyards, their olive yards, and their houses, also the hundredth part of the money, and of the 

corn, the wine, and the oil, that ye exact of them. Then said they, we will restore them, and will require nothing of 

them; so will we do as thou sayest. Then I called the priests, and took an oath of them, that they should do 

according to this promise.” 
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them: thou shalt surely help him.”240 Here the central thrust of the second half of the 

Decalogue comes shining through: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” As one 

commentator writes “The statute is a beautiful balance between making one’s goods 

available to those in need and protecting one’s goods from wrongful 

appropriation.”241  

 

Jesus 

 

Jesus’ Teaching on the Eighth Commandment 

 

No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the 

other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve 

God and mammon.242 




 

Unlike His teaching on the Sixth and Seventh Commandments in the Sermon on the 

Mount, Jesus makes no direct reference to the Eighth Commandment. Yet we suspect 

that as his teaching ‘went to the heart of the matter’ with these earlier 

commandments, so there must be something here as well. And we would be right. 

When property rights (protected by the Eighth Commandment) are set ahead of the 

right to life (protected by the Sixth and Eighth Commandments) man, made in the 

image of God, is reduced to something that can be valued. Possessions are elevated 

above the Image of God and the second commandment is violated. Simply put you 

cannot serve God and possessions! If possessions have greater value than life, then 

they will be coveted above the neighbor’s right of possession. To use the words of the 

Tenth Commandment, the individual covets by turns his neighbor’s wife, house, field, 

menservants and maidservants, ox, ass, or any thing that is his neighbor’s. And this is 

theft as it arises in the heart long before any act of theft is completed. Theft then is tied 

to idolatry because the individual makes a god of possessions and rejects the image of 

God in his neighbor. Theft occurs in the heart when possessions are set above people! 

 

The Priorities of Wealth 

 

Therefore is the kingdom of heaven likened unto a certain king, which 

would take account of his servants. And when he had begun to reckon, one 

                                                 
240

 Deuteronomy 22: 4 
241

 Page 327, The Ten Commandments: Interpretation Resources for the Use of Scripture in the Church, by 

Patrick D. Miller, published by Westminster John Knox Press 2009. 
242

 Matthew 6:24 
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was brought unto him, which owed him ten thousand talents, but forasmuch as 

he had not to pay, his lord commanded him to be sold, and his wife, and 

children, and all that he had, and payment to be made. The servant therefore 

fell down, and worshipped him, saying, Lord, have patience with me, and I 

will pay thee all. Then the lord of that servant was moved with compassion, 

and loosed him, and forgave him the debt.  

But the same servant went out, and found one of his fellowservants, which 

owed him an hundred pence: and he laid hands on him, and took him by the 

throat, saying, Pay me that thou owest. And his fellowservant fell down at his 

feet, and besought him, saying, Have patience with me, and I will pay thee all. 

And he would not: but went and cast him into prison, till he should pay the 

debt.  

So when his fellow servants saw what was done, they were very sorry, and 

came and told unto their lord all that was done. Then his lord, after that he had 

called him, said unto him, O thou wicked servant, I forgave thee all that debt, 

because thou desiredst me: Shouldest not thou also have had compassion on 

thy fellowservant, even as I had pity on thee? And his lord was wroth, and 

delivered him to the tormentors, till he should pay all that was due unto him. 

So likewise shall my heavenly Father do also unto you, if ye from your hearts 

forgive not every one his brother their trespasses.243 




 

The forgiveness spoken of in this parable is usually taken to mean forgiveness of sin. 

Given the context of our Lord’s answering Peter’s question “Lord, how oft shall my 

brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Till seven times?” the parable seems to 

point in that direction. But the fabric of the parable clearly revolves around a loan that 

an individual had with a great king, and his inability to pay the debt. (One was 

brought unto him, which owed him ten thousand talents, but forasmuch as he had not 

to pay, his lord commanded him to be sold.) The point is that according to the loan 

customs of the day, the king had the right to sell the debtor since he had pledged his 

person and that of his wife and family as well as all his possessions in surety for the 

enormous loan. His failure to pay clearly violated the great king’s property rights. The 

unfortunate debtor proceeds to plead for clemency with his payments promising to 

pay the king the full debt. The implication is that the plea had no merit since the 

debtor had already defaulted on the debt.  At this point in the tale, the real priorities 

of the king are revealed. Seeing that the debtor has no hope of ever repaying the 

enormous debt, the king demonstrates his compassion and forgives the entire debt. 

                                                 
243

 Matthew 18:23 - 35 
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The king has put the right of his debtor to life ahead of his own right to have his 

property secured.  

 

The story follows then follows the debtor who having another in debt to him fails to 

emulate the great king’s noble example. He insists, instead, on the full repayment of a 

relatively minor debt that his debtor cannot pay. He has clearly not learned the lesson 

about the priorities of wealth. When informed of his selfish behavior, the king delivers 

the unforgiving debtor to the “the tormentors, till he should pay all that was due unto 

him.” The lesson is clearly directed at Peter warning him, in effect that your Heavenly 

Father has forgiven you much and He expects that you will follow His noble example 

– or else! Although the parable focuses on the trespasses that come to each of us that 

we do well to forgive, one cannot escape the secondary lesson about the priority of 

wealth that puts individual rights to life above personal rights to property. The key to 

verifying that these are, in fact, the priorities of the individual lies in their willingness 

to surrender the right guaranteed by the Eighth Commandment and let go of their 

wealth. But letting go of wealth is not easy as it seems.  

 

Keeping the Eighth Commandment by Letting Go 

 

And a certain ruler asked him, saying, Good Master, what shall I do to inherit 

eternal life? And Jesus said unto him, Why callest thou me good? none is good, 

save one, that is, God. Thou knowest the commandments, Do not commit 

adultery, Do not kill, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Honor thy father 

and thy mother. And he said, All these have I kept from my youth up. Now 

when Jesus heard these things, he said unto him, Yet lackest thou one thing: 

sell all that thou hast, and distribute unto the poor, and thou shalt have 

treasure in heaven: and come, follow me. And when he heard this, he was very 

sorrowful: for he was very rich. And when Jesus saw that he was very 

sorrowful, he said, how hardly shall they that have riches enter into the 

kingdom of God! For it is easier for a camel to go through a needle's eye, than 

for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God. And they that heard it said 

who then can be saved? And he said the things which are impossible with men 

are possible with God. 244 




 

The story is again simple, except here it is not a debtor unable to pay, and so there is 

no obvious reason for letting go of wealth. By comparing the various accounts we find 

that the man was young, rich, and powerful.  He comes to Jesus seeking instruction in 
                                                 
244

 Luke 18:18 - 27 
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how to obtain eternal life.  His initial address, “Good Master”, is dealt with first.  

“Why callest thou me good? None is good, save one, that is, God.” Jesus is offering 

him a chance to realize with Whom he is talking. Clearly the petitioner does not 

realize that it is the Son of God he addresses. Without hesitation Jesus directs him to 

the Ten Commandments including the Eighth. He responds that he has kept them all 

since childhood. Jesus does not question his sincerity or that fact that he has done as 

he said. But He knows one thing is lacking: the priority of the possession of wealth. If 

not actually a violation of the Eighth Command, it certainly genders to theft, by 

withholding good from the needy neighbor. In looking at his wealth, the rich young 

ruler, in effect, “hides his face” from his needy neighbor. So Jesus tells him “sell all 

that thou hast, and distribute unto the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: 

and come, follow me.” His question as to how he shall inherit eternal life has just been 

answered, but he does not obey. He is unable to reverse his priorities. His wealth 

means more to him than his soul. Detachment and renunciation are not within his 

grasp. “He was very sorrowful: for he was very rich.”  The disciples struck by the 

impossibility of a rich man entering the kingdom of heaven (i.e. being devoted to God 

rather than mammon) despair. But Jesus explains a familiar truth. Keeping the law is 

not possible except by the Grace of God which deals with the plague of Sin in the 

heart, a plague that expresses itself in a reversed priority of wealth and undue 

attachment. Such attachment to wealth renders the giving and forgiving nature of 

God impossible for the natural man. Man keeps when he should give. Selfishness is a 

form of theft.  

 

But how are we to understand why such a priority exists and why is the surrender of 

possessions and wealth to the needy (“sell that thou hast and give to the poor”) so 

necessary? 

 

The Source of Wealth 

 

And he said unto them, Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man's life 

consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth. And he 

spake a parable unto them, saying, the ground of a certain rich man brought 

forth plentifully: And he thought within himself, saying, What shall I do, 

because I have no room where to bestow my fruits? And he said, this will I do: 

I will pull down my barns, and build greater; and there will I bestow all my 

fruits and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, thou hast much goods 

laid up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry. But God said 

unto him, Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee: then whose 
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shall those things be, which thou hast provided? So is he that layeth up 

treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God.245 

 

So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God 

that giveth the increase.246 




 

The wider implication of the Apostle’s assertion that “God that giveth the increase”, is 

that all wealth, though humanly derived from honest work, really comes from God. 

The wealth is His and not ours. We hold all wealth as from His hand. Wealth and 

possessions are a Divine loan to all men. (Hence the nature of the parable of the 

Kingdom of Heaven cited above.) As with any loan, the one granting the loan has the 

right to set down conditions for granting it. In the case of renting an apartment, for 

example, the landlord has the right to specify the way I will live my life when I live in 

his apartment. He may forbid my keeping animals. He may insist that I pay the 

utilities bills. He could even insist that I maintain the property, keeping trash off the 

front lawn. These become terms and conditions in my lease agreement. In precisely 

the same way, God in granting us the use of His wealth (in response to our honest 

work) places a condition that involves helping with that wealth those whom He sends 

our way.247 And at any time God may take an account of our management of His 

entrusted wealth. That is the case in the parable above, the rich farmer is called to 

account at the time of his greatest increase.  God reveals to the farmer what a lifetime 

of saying “no” to God’s condition on his wealth has rendered him a fool.248 He then 

asks the most telling question: “This night thy soul shall be required of thee: then 

whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided?” All wealth must be 

surrendered at death, all property transferred. Possessions and wealth are ours only in 

our lifetime. How different it would have been for the foolish farmer had he thought 

with his great agricultural increase to fill empty stomachs and not empty barns! In 

keeping his wealth to himself, he stole from the poor. In stealing from the poor, he 

stole from God, Himself.249  

 

How then are we finally to come to grips with the Eighth Commandment? It is to 

recognize that we are really only stewards of wealth, and that “it is required in 
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stewards, that a man be found faithful250 in pursuing their master’s interests. Hence 

while we are not to serve mammon251, we are to “make to ourselves friends of the 

mammon of unrighteousness”252 and to show ourselves “faithful in the unrighteous 

mammon”.253 That the necessity of using our wealth for the good of others is 

incumbent is revealed in the judgment of God of the faithful steward: “Therefore be 

ye also ready: for in such an hour as ye think not the Son of man cometh. Who then is 

a faithful and wise servant, whom his lord hath made ruler over his household, to 

give them meat in due season? Blessed is that servant, whom his lord when he cometh 

shall find so doing.254 May His grace enable us all to observe the Eighth 

Commandment: Thou shalt not steal! 
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The Ninth Commandment 
 

Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor. 

- Exodus 20:16 

 

…neither shalt thou bear false witness against thy neighbor. 

- Deuteronomy 5:20 




 

The Scope and Focus of the Ninth Commandment 

 

By now in our study of the Ten Commandments, it should be obvious that the 

individual scope of each command is exceedingly broad and that their scopes overlap. 

While they forbid certain behaviors, they do so in order to protect certain important 

areas of community life such as family (5th), life (6th), marriage (7th), and property (8th). 

By understanding what is protected, we are better able to apply each commandment 

to real life situations.  

 

When we come to the ninth commandment,we find that it presents a very narrow 

focus. It prohibits perjury. But why, we might ask ourselves, is the focus so marrow 

and not wider? Why doesn’t it say “thou shalt not lie”?   
 

Lying in normal conversation is clearly hurtful, but in a judicial setting, where 

property loss and even the death penalty could be invoked, it could be a matter of life 

or death. The clear intent of false witnesses is to cause a miscarriage of justice that will 

result in either judicially sanctioned theft from or murder of the innocent! (This is an 

overlap of the 9th with the 8th and 6th commandments respectively.) The purpose of the 

commandment’s focus, then, is to draw attention to the most egregious violation of 

the proper use of words as a starting point for consideration and to offer protection of 

the neighbor (particularly the poor neighbor) at their point of greatest vulnerability.   

 

The narrow focus further derives what the commandment protects, as well as 

prohibits. This commandment is concerned with the application of God’s law to 

human situations. Promulgating the law is one thing, but applying and enforcing it is 

quite another. The former can be done by dictating norms for behavior (moral laws), 

but the later requires a judicial system to apply the law in the endless variations of 

human situations that are in need of legal judgment (ethical judgments).  Ethical 

judgments may change but moral law does not. To use an analogy from orienteering: 

the compass may point in many different directions depending on where we are in the 
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world but magnetic north does not change. If we are going to find our way in the 

wilderness of this world, we need not only magnetic north, but a compass. The just 

application of even the most righteous laws by any human judicial system requires 

knowing the truth about specific human behavior under those laws. Hence the 

universal need to know the truth about any specific case before a just judgment can be 

rendered in it. God, of course, is totally aware of all things and needs no testimony 

from any man to exercise His just judgment. But in so far as He chooses to involve 

fallible mankind in the administration of His justice, honest witnesses are the sine qua 

none of righteous judgment. So then the ninth commandment narrowly presents as a 

protection of the integrity of legal jurisprudence and the rule of law. And in protecting 

the integrity of jurisprudence, the weak and vulnerable in society are also protected, 

since these are the most likely to be manipulated by the rich, those with the economic 

power to pervert justice for selfish ends. To put it another way, false witness is the 

most serious misuse of speech possible in human society. Even in our own legal 

system, perjury (lying under oath) is punishable by imprisonment, whereas lying in 

normal conversation is hardly actionable.    
 

Going from a Narrow Focus to a Wider Scope 
 

Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was a 

murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the truth, because there is no 

truth in him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own {from his own will 

or disposition}: for he is a liar, and the father of it.255  




 

As we think about the narrow focus of the Ninth Commandment, we suspect it has a 

wider application than the strict protection of sound jurisprudence. It is the only 

commandment with the widest applicability to the use of words in community life.256  

Intuition tells us that since perjury is a subset of lying or non-truth telling, the scope of 

the commandment must also address lying in general even though it does use words 

that suggest this. But such reasoning is not conclusive unless another constraint is 

found that supports it. An illustration may help.   

A relative dies and leaves his house and contents to you. In the house you find a large 

chest of dollar bills whose aggregate worth is considerable from an inheritance tax 

standpoint.  After opening the chest, you examine a bill lying on top of the stack. It 

seems to be legal currency but you are unsure. Your relative was known to have had 
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some “shady” dealings while he was alive. Taking the bill to a bank, you ask if they 

think it is real or counterfeit. After careful examination you are told that the bill is 

counterfeit. What do you do? Clearly you cannot spend the phony bill, that would 

make you a party to counterfeiting, a serious crime. But what do you do with the 

others. Burn them? Maybe the chest contained the life savings of your relative and 

that he just happened to save a counterfeit bill that he had been handed. If that were 

so, you would be destroying a very large amount of legal currency which would be 

foolish and unlawful from an inheritance tax standpoint because the state would have 

a claim on some of those bills. But to look at each one to verify it was counterfeit 

would be very time consuming.   What would solve the problem is to have some 

verifiable assurance that the origin of all the bills was exactly the same. Finding that 

one bill was counterfeit was necessary to establish they were all counterfeit, but not 

sufficient proof of that fact. Add to that the certifiable fact that all the bills had exactly 

the same origin and this would constitute the necessary and sufficient proof that the 

chest was in fact full of counterfeit bills and as such they could be destroyed lawfully 

by someone (probably not you257) and without interference from the probate court.  
 

In our Lord’s saying above we have just such a necessary and sufficient assertion. 

Perjury is like the first counterfeit bill, but we cannot assume all lying is addressed by 

the ninth commandment until we realize that all lying has the same source: the devil. 

The linkage of murder and lying looks back to perjury or lying in a court to bring 

about judicial murder, but clearly all lying is in view.  So based on what on Lord has 

said, we can validly infer that the ninth commandment in its widest application 

prohibits the misuse of all speech in relational usage (including that with our selves – 

i.e. self deception or rationalization). Reason and experience support such an 

inference.  If a man is in the habit of lying all the time (slanders, fibs, lies, verbally 

deceives, dissimulates, etc.) taking an oath to tell the truth in court is less likely to 

prevent his perjury than with a man who is habitually a truth teller. In the former case 

his bad habit resists the oath, while in the latter case; his good habit reinforces the 

oath, making perjury much less likely. The way an individual uses or misuses words 

outside the court will likely influence their use or misuse in it.   

So then the ninth commandment protects the use of words, and when we come to the 

use of words, their importance is hard to overestimate from a Biblical perspective.  
 

Words 
 

                                                 
257

 Not being a lawyer, I cannot comment authoritatively on the legal ramifications of this hypothetical case. For 

instance the counterfeit bills are likely evidence of the wrongdoing of others who were acquainted with your 

deceased relative. In that case destruction of the counterfeits by you might constitute the destruction of evidence 

of criminal wrongdoing, a crime in its own right. If you ever find yourself in this remote situation, I would 

commend you to a competent lawyer who will tell you what is legally required of you.   
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And God said, Let there be light: and there was light.258 




 

God uses words. All of the reasoning so far raises the important question: how does 

God use words. The creative work of God is unfolded in the first chapter of Genesis as 

successive acts of articulation. Over and over the phrase “and God said” occurs as the 

story of creation proceeds.259  The scriptures themselves are written words. The Ten 

Commandments are known as the Decalogue or “ten words”. In Hebrews, God is 

presented as the One who has spoken “at sundry times and in diverse manners”.260 

Now, finally, He communicates ultimately, in Son.261 Jesus is the Logos, the Word 

incarnate!262 
 

When God created us in His image, He created creatures that are capable of rational 

thinking and lively feeling having the ability to express these through the formation 

and reception of meaningful words and word formations (sentences) by means of our 

physicality (lungs, larynx, tongue, teeth, mouth, ears, eyes, hands and above all a 

central nervous system for control). In short, He creates us as creatures that can create 

and use words. The use of words then is part of the “image of God” nature of man. 

Just as the law is given to help man fulfill his “image of God” nature, so here to the 

proper use of words is important to this overarching purpose. As we have inferred 

that the ninth commandment, protects the proper use of words in general so we must 

ask ourselves how does God expect us to use them? 
 

The Use of Words 
 

The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his 

handiwork. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night sheweth 

knowledge. There is no speech nor language, where their voice is not heard.263 
 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness because that 

which may be known of God is manifest in them; for God hath showed it unto 

them. For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly 
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seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and 

Godhead….264 




 

Words have at least one meaning (associated with the idea or concept they represent) 

and usually several. Their meaning is often contextual depending on their use with 

other words. Sentences, made up of words, convey thoughts, or feelings; and their use 

can have great power. They have an effect on those who hear them.  We have 

something of this in the story of creation.  God speaks a sentence and projects His 

power to produce existence on the physical plane.  What He says happens. The 

emphasis on light at the very start suggests another effect of God’s use of words: 

illumination. We enter a dark room. This first thing that we do is reach for the light 

switch. Almost always, we must have light before we can do any thing else in the 

room. Light reveals exactly how things are there enabling us so to function 

intelligently in the room. God’s words are revelatory. They produce light in the soul 

of man, revealing not only Him but how all things really are. The question then is 

whether we will receive those words and share in their promulgation.   
 

When we speak words to others (i.e. communicate) in an appropriate contextual 

setting or way (as in a sentence or a single word answer for instance) the use of words 

has both content and effect. The content may be to convey what we think or feel or 

desire. The effect may evoke an emotional response; illuminate the thought processes 

of the hearer, cause action, or some combination of these. But the thoughts, feelings, 

and desires are ours. Our use of words are fundamentally self revelatory. By their 

means, that part of us (our inner life) that is unseen to others is made known to them.  
 

It is helpful to look at our use of words under the paradigm of a drinking vessel. They 

may be full, partially full, or empty of content.  Words devoid of truth are vain words. 

Vanity is an old Biblical theme and the central message of Solomon’s sorry 

complaint.265  If words are looked at as vessels, then a second question is suggested.  If 

the glass has any fullness, what is the nature of its contents?   If I drink it how will the 

contents affect me?  Should I ever drink a glass of anything without assurance that its 

contents will not harm me? Its contents may be poison bringing death. Or they may 

heal me, bringing life. So it is with words, their degree of fullness and the nature of 

their content is of great interest. The former (degree of fullness) speaks of their 

revelatory character. The latter (nature of content) speaks of their ultimate affect when 
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consumed (heard and accepted) by another.  This simple model furnishes us with 

some concepts to help to understand how the ninth commandment is fulfilled in 

Jesus’ life and how it plays out in the lives of those around Him. Since His was in part 

a spoken ministry endless examples might be cited, but these few have been selected 

as an overview. 
 

Jesus 
 

The Content of Jesus’ Words : Truth 
 

For I have given unto them the words which thou gavest me; and they have 

received them, and have known surely that I came out from thee, and they 

have believed that thou didst send me.266 
 

I am … the truth267 




 

One of the great philosophers’ questions is “what is truth?” For the believer the 

question is somewhat different: Who is Truth? The answer is both simple and 

transcendently profound: Jesus. Yet in his humanity Jesus communicates that which is 

true.  How then is He in possession of that truth? In the text above Jesus provides us 

the answer. “I have given unto them the words which thou gavest me.” He does not 

lay claim to truth as the product of independent thought. Rather the expression 

“which thou gavest me” suggest the very human necessity of maintaining an on-going 

dialogue with God His Father. Jesus’ teaching is full of observations both of nature268 

and his reflections on the Torah.269  The ninth commandment’s concern with our truth 

telling thus directs us back to God as the source of all truth, and protects the integrity 

of our communion with God! If we would speak the truth, we had better hear what 

our Heavenly Father is telling us. It also supports our passing on the truth that God 

has committed to our trust (“For I have given unto them the words which thou gavest 

me”) but with consideration of the impact that our words have on our listeners. 
 

The Effect of Jesus’ Words : Division 
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Suppose ye that I am come to give peace on earth? I tell you, Nay; but rather 

division…270 
 

This is that bread which came down from heaven: not as your fathers did 

eat manna, and are dead: he that eats of this bread shall live for ever. These 

things said he in the synagogue, as he taught in Capernaum. 

Many therefore of his disciples, when they had heard this, said this is a hard 

saying; who can hear it? When Jesus knew in himself that his disciples 

murmured at it, he said unto them, doth this offend you? {or scandalize - cause 

you to stumble}  What and if ye shall see the Son of man ascend up where he 

was before? It is the spirit that quickens; the flesh profits nothing: the words 

that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life. But there are some of 

you that believe not. For Jesus knew from the beginning who they were that 

believed not, and who should betray him. And he said, therefore said I unto 

you, that no man can come unto me, except it were given unto him of my 

Father. From that time many of his disciples went back, and walked no more 

with him. Then said Jesus unto the twelve, Will ye also go away? Then Simon 

Peter answered him, Lord, to whom shall we go? Thou hast the words of 

eternal life. And we believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the 

living God.271 




 

Metaphorically and spiritually, words of Truth contain Light. The impact of Words of 

Truth conveying Light brings both life and death, life to that which is of the light and 

death to that which is not of the light.272 So it is that words of truth cause division 

among men and expose the inner workings of their hearts, their character. In the text 

above Jesus tells His followers about Himself (i.e. reveals His identity as the “Bread of 

Heaven”). He does so because the manna in the desert really is a foreshadowing of 

Him. It came down from heaven to earth and brought life of the Israelites in a 

wilderness place that could not support their life in any other way. It was a physical 

picture of reality in the spiritual life, a parable about how God sustains the life of His 

covenant people by His provision. In Jesus’ experience, particularly his temptation in 

the wilderness, He draws such a correlation between bread and the word of God.  
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But he answered and said, it is written, Man shall not live by bread alone, but 

by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.273 
 

 As the Word of God274, Jesus is also the Bread of heaven. Speaking parabolically, Jesus 

tells His covenant people that they can only sustain their spiritual life by eating him as 

their forefathers sustained their life by eating the manna.  To His followers it sounds 

like cannibalism. Jesus then explains that his saying is not to be taken literally (“the 

flesh profits nothing”) but spiritually (“it is the spirit that quickens”) By saying this 

He intimates that the terms “bread/body” are parabolic with His spoken word and the 

phrase to “eat his body” is parabolic with believe His words. The content of His 

words is truth and their impact is supranatural: creating spiritual life. What is 

required on the part of the hearer is the realization of their ultimate truth.  The bulk of 

His followers are still not able to receive this because they hear but do not understand. 

So they leave him. Turning to the other disciples he finds similar distress, but they are 

unwilling to leave him. While they may not understand his words fully, they have 

something more. They believe that Jesus is “that Christ, the Son of the living God” 

and that He has “the words of eternal life”. They receive His words with faith that 

they are true in a way they don’t fully understand. Here Jesus’ words are not only 

revelatory of Him, but also of those who follow Him. Some leave and others stay. His 

words of truth thus create a division based on the character of His hearers. This is the 

way it is when we speak the truth. 
 

The Effect of Jesus’ Words : Nurture 
 

… Because I have said these things unto you, sorrow hath filled your heart. 

Nevertheless I tell you the truth; … I have yet many things to say unto you, but 

ye cannot bear them now.275 




 

Jesus is not only concerned with telling the truth even though it may cause painful 

affective results (“sorrow has filled your heart”). But He is also concerned with telling 

people of  faith truth as they are able to receive it. In the text cited, Jesus is able to tell 

the disciples only a part of the truth because of their limitations. He knows they need 

to understand the truth fully but are unable to receive the full truth just now. Truth 

telling is also a matter of timing as well as content. This is not the same as telling a half 

truth by omission of the other half of the truth. Rather it emphasizes one aspect of 

how God wants us to communicate with each other, by considering the full impact of 
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our words on others who hear us. That is: when we use words we are not to use them 

selfishly, thinking only of our need to articulate but of the impact those words will 

have on others. The wise man admonishes us: 
 

Death and life are in the power of the tongue: and they that love it shall eat the 

fruit thereof.276  
 

The need of others to be able to live by our words exceeds the importance of our need 

to tell the whole truth. When that is clear then we will communicate only that truth 

that sustains life, only that truth which they are able to bear. The rest will be silence, 

which brings us to that most interesting situation in Jesus’ life: his silences 
 

Silence: When Jesus says Nothing 
 

Then Jesus went thence, and departed into the coasts of Tyre and Sidon.  And, 

behold, a woman of Canaan came out of the same coasts, and cried unto him, 

saying, Have mercy on me, O Lord, thou Son of David; my daughter is 

grievously vexed with a devil. But he answered her not a word.277 
 

The Jews answered him, we have a law, and by our law he ought to die, 

because he made himself the Son of God. When Pilate therefore heard that 

saying, he was the more afraid; and went again into the judgment hall, and said 

unto Jesus, Whence art thou? But Jesus gave him no answer. 

Then saith Pilate unto him, speakest thou not unto me? Knowest thou not 

that I have power to crucify thee, and have power to release thee? Jesus 

answered, Thou couldest have no power at all against me, except it were given 

thee from above: therefore he that delivered me unto thee hath the greater 

sin.278 
 

For even hereunto were ye called: because Christ also suffered for us, leaving 

us an example, that ye should follow his steps: who did no sin, neither was 

guile found in his mouth. Who, when he was reviled, reviled not again; when 

he suffered, he threatened not; but committed himself {his cause} to him that 

judges righteously:279 
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Recently I noticed an interesting bumper sticker. It said: “Silence is complicity”. From 

the nature of the other bumper stickers on the car, I surmised that whoever placed 

them was what we call an “activist”. That is they are very passionate about some 

cause and therefore very outspoken about it. If someone opposes them, they are 

prepared, I suspect, to argue the rectitude of their case vehemently. But it takes two to 

argue. If someone chooses not to speak and oppose them, the activist may hope that 

by leveling a moral charge he will excite the silent one to protest their innocence, and 

thus begin the sought after argument over the concern they are passionate about.  
 

As I pondered the truthfulness of the assertion “Silence is complicity”, I realized that 

its truth or falsity is contextual. Silence as a mode of communication may be chosen 

for many different reasons, not all of them bad. True, there were people in Germany 

who, as Hitler and National Socialism came to power, could have spoken out and did 

not, perhaps because of fear or disinterest or error. Some of them were Christian 

theologians who should have known better. In such a case silence is perhaps 

complicity. But is Jesus’ silence with the Syro - Phoenician woman complicity in the 

demon possession of her daughter? Why is Jesus silent? Clearly his silence creates a 

situation in which the disciples are exasperated by the woman’s constant pleas but 

also one in which the strength of her devotion and faith are finally demonstrated for 

the disciples.  
 

And what of Jesus silence before Pilot? Is Jesus’ silence complicity with the plot of the 

Pharisees to crucify him? The problem with silence is that it gives us nothing verbal to 

lay hold of as an indicator of the rightness or wrongness of the motive lying behind 

the refusal to communicate. The ethical evaluation of silence is hard because of the 

absence of data on which to base it. In the later case, the Apostle Peter informs us as to 

the rectitude of Jesus’ silence. He has no need to answer Pilot (a minor bureaucratic 

sycophant of Rome) because He has “committed himself {his cause} to him that judges 

righteously”. To answer Pilot in His own defense is to acknowledge an insignificant 

human judge in the face of the Lord God, Who is the judge of all the earth. His silence 

is entirely appropriate! In this case speaking would be complicity! And this Jesus will 

not to.  So Jesus’ choice of mode of communication (silence or speech) raises a 

question. To paraphrase Hamlet’s famous soliloquy:  
 

To speak, or not to speak--that is the question:  

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer 

the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune in silence 

or to utter words against a sea of troubles 

and by opposing end them. 

 

How are we to answer questions about much truth to communicate or whether to 

communicate at all? While the desired content, truth is not in itself a sufficient 
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guideline to answer these. Underlying all the commandments, however, there is the 

guiding principle. 
 

Speaking the Truth in Love 
 

… he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and 

some, pastors and teachers; For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the 

ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: Till we all come in the unity of 

the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the 

measure of the stature {age} of the fullness of {in, into} Christ: That we 

henceforth be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried about with every 

wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they 

lie in wait to deceive; but speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in 

all things, which is the head, even Christ: From whom the whole body fitly 

joined together and compacted by that which every joint supplies, according to 

the effectual working in the measure of every part, makes increase of the body 

unto the edifying of itself in love.280 




 

Telling the truth in a judicial setting should be free of all constraints other than the 

need to tell the “truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” But in the average 

settings of daily life this is not always the case. The need to tell the truth is dictated by 

more than just the need to obtain justice. In the text above speaking the truth is linked 

to spiritual growth. (That we … speaking the truth in love, may grow up…) But 

growth is slow and often painful as any adolescent learns. This does not justify the 

telling of “little white lies”, but rather moderating the extent to which and the way in 

which the truth is presented.  What is at issue is striking a balance between our need 

to tell the “truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth” and the ability of those 

who hear us to receive that truth without harm to their spiritual and emotional life. 

For example, parents have this problem with their very small children who innocently 

ask them intimate questions like “where do babies come from?” The stork and the 

cabbage leaf simply will not do. White lies that are untrue to biology will not prepare 

them for their future roles as parents. Remembering that small children do not have 

the ability to understand the sexual nature of human kind since they have not reached 

puberty,281 an advanced biology lesson is not the answer they are in need of.  ‘Babies 
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281

 The “birds and bees” discussion, however, should take place some what before puberty in order to prepare 

them for the experience. 
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are formed in their mothers’ body’ is probably sufficient. Further curiosity can be 

answered with a promise to tell them more when they are ready.282  
 

Experience makes clear to each of us that there have been times when we found 

hearing the truth, particularly about ourselves, very painful. I have long suspected 

that the occasion of tears for God’s hand to wipe away283 in eternity will be our 

confrontation with our true condition, many failures and missed opportunities.284 

When Peter was finally and unavoidably confronted with his weakness and 

cowardliness, he went out and wept bitter tears285, even though he had been warned 

by our Lord before time.286  
 

The need to tell the truth imposes upon us the responsibility, in so far as we are able, to know 

the truth about God, ourselves and the world around us. This requires that we reflect on our 

lives and the word of God as we spend time alone with Him, as Jesus did. As the word takes 

root in our lives making us fruitful,287 we recognize that truth is a trust from God, and we are 

responsible witness to it. We have become like the ancient watchman of the walled city.288 

What then is the governing principle that balances our responsibility to know and to tell the 

truth and the ability of others to receive that truth? It is that which underlies this latter half of 

the Decalogue, love of neighbor.  
 

And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all 

knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not 

love, I am nothing.289 
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The Tenth Commandment 
 

Thou shalt not covet290 thy neighbor’s house, thou shalt not covet287 thy 

neighbor’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his 

ass, nor any thing that is thy neighbor’s. 

- Exodus 20:17 
 

Neither shalt thou desire287 thy neighbor’s wife, neither shalt thou covet291 thy 

neighbor’s house, his field, or his manservant, or his maidservant, his ox, or his 

ass, or any thing that is thy neighbor’s. 

- Deuteronomy 5:21 




 

The Uniqueness of the Tenth Commandment 
 

The Tenth Commandment is fundamentally unlike all those before it, and far more 

searching. It prohibits coveting or desiring any thing which belongs to the neighbor. 

The first nine commandments prohibited acts which could, if discovered, be prosecuted 

in judicial proceedings. The tenth commandment prohibits not so much an action but 

improper desire or covetous feelings. In human legal systems it is impossible to prohibit 

unlawful motivation by itself until there has been an action consequent. (Proof would 

be impossible!) So the tenth commandment is practically unenforceable by the human 

elements of the Jewish Legal System.  
 

The point made by this commandment, however, is two fold. First the commandments 

are law given by God. It is He that looks upon the heart292 who is the Chief and final 

judge. The law is also didactic. This commandment acquaints the hearer willing to 

listen with a deep insight with the root of violations of all the other commandments and 

with all sin in general. This was the commandment that was the most effective 

schoolmaster of the Apostle Paul, who made a career of trying to keep the law. 
 

What shall we say then? Is the law sin? God forbid. Nay, I had not known sin, 

but by the law: for I had not known lust, except the law had said, Thou shalt 

not covet.293 
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Human Desire 
 

To covet is to desire. We are commanded to “covet” the best gifts given to the 

Church.294 To desire is part of being human.  That is the way God has created us. Why 

then does the Tenth Commandment forbid covetousness?  It does this because desire 

can be both proper295 and improper. 
 

There are two different verbs used the two versions of the Commandment. In the 

earlier version (Exodus 20:17) only one verb is used: dmx chamad. It is a verb that 

describes more than just motivation, but rather a motivation that is so overwhelms the 

will that by means legal (to purchase for more than it’s worth, to pressure, to cajole) or 

illegal (to threaten, to blackmail, to steal or murder - judicially or actually) the object 

so desired will be obtained. Regardless of the legality of the means of obtaining, the 

action is wrong because the object desired was not appointed to the individual from 

God. It belongs to the neighbor. The account of Ahab’s desire for Naboth’s Vineyard is 

a good example of the violation of this principle. 
 

 And it came to pass after these things, that Naboth the Jezreelite had a 

vineyard, which was in Jezreel, hard by the palace of Ahab king of Samaria. 

And Ahab spoke unto Naboth, saying, Give me thy vineyard, that I may have it 

for a garden of herbs, because it is near unto my house: and I will give thee for 

it a better vineyard than it; or, if it seem good to thee, I will give thee the worth 

of it in money. And Naboth said to Ahab, The LORD forbid it me, that I should 

give the inheritance of my fathers unto thee.  And Ahab came into his house 

heavy and displeased because of the word which Naboth the Jezreelite had 

spoken to him: for he had said, I will not give thee the inheritance of my 

fathers. And he laid him down upon his bed, and turned away his face, and 

would eat no bread. 

 But Jezebel his wife came to him, and said unto him, Why is thy spirit so 

sad, that thou eatest no bread? And he said unto her, Because I spake unto 

Naboth the Jezreelite, and said unto him, Give me thy vineyard for money; or 

else, if it please thee, I will give thee another vineyard for it: and he answered, I 

will not give thee my vineyard. And Jezebel his wife said unto him, Dost thou 

now govern the kingdom of Israel? arise, and eat bread, and let thine heart be 

merry: I will give thee the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite. So she wrote 

letters in Ahab's name, and sealed them with his seal, and sent the letters unto 
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the elders and to the nobles that were in his city, dwelling with Naboth. And 

she wrote in the letters, saying, Proclaim a fast, and set Naboth on high among 

the people: And set two men, sons of Belial, before him, to bear witness against 

him, saying, Thou didst blaspheme God and the king. And then carry him out, 

and stone him, that he may die.  And the men of his city, even the elders and 

the nobles who were the inhabitants in his city, did as Jezebel had sent unto 

them, and as it was written in the letters which she had sent unto them.  They 

proclaimed a fast, and set Naboth on high among the people. And there came 

in two men, children of Belial, and sat before him: and the men of Belial 

witnessed against him, even against Naboth, in the presence of the people, 

saying, Naboth did blaspheme God and the king. Then they carried him forth 

out of the city, and stoned him with stones, that he died. Then they sent to 

Jezebel, saying, Naboth is stoned, and is dead.  And it came to pass, when 

Jezebel heard that Naboth was stoned, and was dead, that Jezebel said to Ahab, 

Arise, take possession of the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, which he 

refused to give thee for money: for Naboth is not alive, but dead. 16 And it 

came to pass, when Ahab heard that Naboth was dead, that Ahab rose up to go 

down to the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, to take possession of it.296 
 

Notice that initially Ahab tried to obtain the property by legitimate means by sale or 

barter for other lands. Naboth refuses on the grounds that he will not sell the “the 

inheritance of my fathers “. There is a reflection of his understanding of the land as 

God’s allotment to his family.  Jezebel, Ahab’s wife, then conceives a plan to obtain 

the plot by violating the sixth (murder), the eighth (theft), and the ninth (false witness) 

commandments. The sin does not occur, however, when these commandments are 

violated. It starts with Ahab’s breaking the tenth commandment by coveting Naboth’s 

vineyard in the first place. We might examine King David’s behavior with Uriah’s 

wife in much the same way.297 
 

 In the later version (Deuteronomy 5:21) a second verb is used as well: hwa  'avah. This 

verb does not so much emphasize the action that will inevitably follow overwhelming 

desire, but rather an underlying desire that is more like a craving for something, with 

the emphasis being on the emotion whether or not it is eventually obtained. The 

inclusion of this second verb is significant because there are only two places in 

Scripture where these two verbs occur together, here and in the Genesis account of the 

fall.  
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And out of the ground made the LORD God to grow every tree that is pleasant 

{dmx chamad} to the sight, and good {bwj  towb} for food; the tree of life also in 

the midst of the garden, and the tree of knowledge of good and evil.298  
 

And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, of every tree of the garden 

thou mayest freely eat, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou 

shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.299 
 

All the trees of the Garden of Eden were created of God to be both good {bwj towb} 

and pleasant or desired {dmx chamad}.  But not all the trees were proper objects of 

desire. The first commandment given to mankind was in regards to the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.  
 

And when the woman saw that the tree was good {bwj towb} for food, and that 

it was pleasant {hwat ta'avah} to the eyes, and a tree to be desired {dmx 

chamad} to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave 

also unto her husband with her; and he did eat.300 
 

The woman observes that the prohibited tree is both good {bwj towb}, and to be 

desired {dmx chamad}. That is accurate.  God has specifically created it so.  But she 

also finds it pleasant {hwat ta'avah}.  It is this consideration and not primarily the 

serpent’s half truth that is the watershed of Adam’s fall. And it is probably for this 

reason that this second verb is used in the Deuteronomic version. The earliest stage of 

man’s first sin has to do with the violation of the Tenth Commandment which forbids 

craving or desiring what God has not set within the sphere of legitimate things for us 

to desire. 
 

The Objects of Unlawful Desire 
 

The lists in the two versions of the commandment are not identical in order or 

content. In each case there are objects inanimate (house and field), people (wife, 

manservant and maidservant), and animals (ox, ass). In either of the two commands 

the house and the wife are set first. This is not to say that a wife was looked at as a 

piece of property. They are set first because these are the most liable to forbidden 

desire and also the most vulnerable, as the cases of Ahab (House) and David (wife) 

illustrate. The command is given to protect from sin in its earliest manifestations not 
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dehumanize.  That the list is not exhaustive, the phrase “nor any thing that is thy 

neighbor’s” makes clear. 
 

But much more is prohibited than not desiring what is legitimately in the neighbor’s 

hand. It undue attachment to anything that is divorced from the purposes for which 

God intended it. This becomes clear when we consider words of our Lord Jesus. 
 

Jesus 
 

Covetousness 
 

And one of the company said unto him, Master, speak to my brother, that he 

divide the inheritance with me. And he said unto him, Man, who made me a 

judge or a divider over you? And he said unto them, Take heed, and beware of 

covetousness: for a man's life consists not in the abundance of the things which 

he possesses. And he spoke a parable unto them, saying, the ground of a 

certain rich man brought forth plentifully: And he thought within himself, 

saying, what shall I do, because I have no room where to bestow my fruits? 

And he said, this will I do: I will pull down my barns, and build greater; and 

there will I bestow all my fruits and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, 

thou hast much goods laid up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, and 

be merry. But God said unto him, Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be 

required of thee: then whose shall those things be, which thou hast provided? 

So is he that lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God.301 




 

Both the inheritance in dispute and the increase of the rich fool are illustrations of the 

violation of the commandment not to covet as our Lord’s warning (“beware of 

covetousness”) makes clear. But in neither case is the possession of the materiality in 

the hand of the neighbor. The brother seeking Jesus’ help does so because he feels that 

the inheritance legitimately belongs to him in part. And clearly the increase of the 

farmer’s fields belongs to him. So in what sense may we say there is covetousness? A 

neighbor doesn’t seem to be involved.  
 

Clearly both are marked by an undue attachment to that which is already (or nearly) 

in their hand - legitimately. But as we saw with theft, the legal possession of an object 

does not preclude theft when the object legitimately in the person’s hand has a 

purpose for the good of another. Attachment occurs when the individual desires that 
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which he legitimately possesses for a reason other than what God intended (self use 

vs. the use of the needy). In that way covetousness is the motivator for unfaithful 

stewardship.  
 

Looked at in this way, the question asked of the foolish farmer: “then whose shall 

those things be, which thou hast provided?” would have been applicable for him to 

consider at any stage of his life not just at the last moment. True, the end of life gives 

the question much greater force. The little word “then” has about it the connotation 

that now he must answer a question that he would have been wiser to ask many years 

before.   
 

Attachment 
 

Verily I say unto you, whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a 

little child, he shall not enter therein. And he took them up in his arms, put his 

hands upon them, and blessed them. 

 And when he was gone forth into the way, there came one running, and 

kneeled to him, and asked him, Good Master, what shall I do that I may inherit 

eternal life? And Jesus said unto him, Why callest thou me good? There is none 

good but one, that is, God. Thou knowest the commandments, Do not commit 

adultery, Do not kill, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Defraud not, 

Honor thy father and mother. And he answered and said unto him, Master, all 

these have I observed from my youth. Then Jesus beholding him loved him, 

and said unto him, one thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou 

hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, 

take up the cross, and follow me. And he was sad at that saying, and went 

away grieved: for he had great possessions. And Jesus looked round about, and 

saith unto his disciples, How hardly shall they that have riches enter into the 

kingdom of God! And the disciples were astonished at his words. But Jesus 

answereth again, and saith unto them, Children, how hard is it for them that 

trust in riches to enter into the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go 

through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of 

God. And they were astonished out of measure, saying among themselves, 

Who then can be saved? And Jesus looking upon them saith, with men it is 

impossible, but not with God: for with God all things are possible.302 
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We considered part of this passage under the seventh commandment. But it has 

greatly illuminates the Tenth Commandment as well. It is a study in contrasts. The 

young man addresses the question already dealt with by Jesus for others: “How shall I 

inherit eternal life” (which is to say receive the Kingdom of God). For children it is 

easy. In fact unless the young man becomes like one of them, he will never enter in.  

He is told to keep the commandments, which he has. In response to his sincerity and 

earnest desire, Jesus “beholding him loved him.” Yet his obedience was external. The 

leaves, branches and trunk of sin may be gone, but the root is still very much active. 

He is told to do three things: 
 

Sell what you have  

Give the proceeds to the poor, (you will have treasure in heaven) 

Take up the cross, and follow me 
 

But he does not any of these. He turns away in sorrow. The “one thing that is lacking” 

is his willingness commitment to God rather than to wealth.   This attachment is 

endemic in humankind. We are all severely attached to created things material and 

immaterial, animate and inanimate. How does this happen? When God acts, He does 

so for His own purposes. When He creates, He does so with a purpose. And that 

purpose is inherent in the existence of the object created. But with man, it is possible 

that a different purpose can be assigned to any object. Whenever that happens the 

object is set in the mind of the one assigning the new purpose in contradistinction to 

God, its original purpose having been removed. In every case this creates the 

possibility of a choice between the object and God. Desire for the object arises when 

we choose the object over and against God. It becomes a kind of god because we are 

willing to serve to obtain possession (or keep possession) of the object. That is why the 

Apostle Paul equates covetousness with idolatry for such, in fact it is.303   
 

In the case where God’s purposes for objects (…thy neighbor’s house, his wife, his 

manservant, his maidservant, his ox, his ass, or any thing that is thy neighbor’s) is 

recognized, our desire stays fixed upon God and we seek His direction for the wise 

management of our own possessions as well as the good of our neighbor.  But the 

keeping of the tenth commandment (as with all the commandments) is only possible 

by the grace of God for “with men it is impossible, but not with God: for with God all 

things are possible.” It is only as the Life of our Lord Jesus, created anew in us by God 

the Holy Spirit, shines in us that the outworking of these divine laws will be seen by 

God and His Image in us restored at last. 
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